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ABSTRACT 
 
 
Organically Creating a Covenantal Adoptive Community 
At Immanuel Christian Reformed Church 
Bret D. Lamsma 
Doctor of Ministry 
School of Theology, Fuller Theological Seminary 
November 2015 
 
 The goal of this project was to take an in-depth look at the ministries of a local 
congregation and to discern how to best structure that congregation as a covenantal 
adoptive community. In doing so, Immanuel Christian Reformed Church (ICRC) of 
Ripon, California, was examined from many angles and a structure of implementation 
and evaluation was proposed. In order to become this covenantal adoptive community, 
including all ages appropriately, ICRC must understand and practice the covenant 
relationship it promises to all members upon baptism through the practices of teaching, 
preaching, historical and theological examination, and ordinary conversations and acts. 
 By examining history, this study identified key concepts in the history of the 
Christian Reformed Church as a denomination and ICRC as a local church that can be 
both positive and negative influences. Through examining historical and biblical 
theologies such as covenant and adoption, this study identified ways of living out biblical 
mandates in everyday lives. Through examining social concepts like life stages and social 
capital, this study saw needs of every generation addressed by relationships. In adding all 
of these findings together, this study concluded that an approach to ministry based on 
covenant promises of God and mutual adoption of each other would fulfill not only the 
theological mandates but also the sociological longings of ICRC. 
 The scope of this study is limited to one congregation, but the theories drawn up 
could be applied to many churches of similar theological and sociological backgrounds. 
The beginning steps of implementation have been both encouraging and discouraging. 
Encouragement has come when members of ICRC have seen the possibilities and begun 
practices that led towards covenantal adoption of all members. Discouragement has come 
when members thought the model outlined in this project was too difficult and idealistic 
to work.  
 
Content Reader: Chapman Clark, PhD 
 
Words: 295 
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INTRODUCTION 
I have always loved the word community even though I have not always 
understood it. The first youth group I led as a newly ordained pastor grew tired of me 
using the word and groaned whenever I mentioned it. But through everything we did and 
all of the lessons we taught and shared, community was built. Students grew closer to 
each other, closer to their leaders, and closer to God in a setting that was safe and open, 
challenging and nurturing. 
But despite all of the talk about community, I often wonder if we got it right at all. 
While that group grew closer to each other and to God in many ways, the church around 
it was crumbling. While we stressed the connection of students to the larger church 
community over and over again, very few adults in the church knew that we stressed that 
connection, let alone lived into that connection. There were still students on the margins 
that were not included or did not want to be included. Family struggles and personal 
struggles went unnoticed or unchecked. In the end, after I had left that church, many of 
the students and families that were heavily involved in our community left as well. As I 
evaluate that season in my ministry with the perspective of time I can see a lot of things 
that we did right. I can also see a lot of ways that we fell short. 
There are many definitions of church. I think that community in all its forms and 
meanings seems to be one of the best ways to describe and evaluate a church. Eastern 
Orthodox theologians speak of the church as the body of Christ and the fullness of the 
Holy Spirit.1 John Calvin defined it by its members, saying “Members of the church are 
																																																													
1 Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen, An Introduction to Ecclesiology (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 
2002), 23. 
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those who by confession of faith, by example of life, and by partaking of the sacraments 
profess the same God and Christ."2 Martin Luther did the same, defining it in the first 
place as a communion of saints and a gathering of believers.3 Karl Barth defined the 
church by its mission, saying that its main task is to be a witnessing community.4 Finally 
the Heidelberg Catechism, a testimony that holds confessional status in the Christian 
Reformed Church, labels the church as “a community chosen for eternal life and united in 
true faith.”5 
Living into the definitions of church that Calvin, Barth, Luther and many others 
have used for centuries is a distinct challenge for the church today. In the middle of the 
hustle of programs and the bustle of numbers and budgets we sometimes forget what it 
means to be a church community. Culture has changed but the essential definitions of a 
church community have not. It is time to face that challenge again and discern what it 
means to be a true community and the church that we are intended to be. 
In some ways this is a global question, best wrestled with on large scales at the 
national or denominational levels. But in other ways this is a question that every 
congregation must wrestle with at the local level as well. Congregations come in many 
forms. Some have thousands of members, multi-million dollar budgets, and multiple 
campuses, virtual and physical. Others are small by all of those same measurements with 
membership in the hundreds, budgets in the thousands, and one building at most. Labels 
																																																													
2 Kärkkäinen, An Introduction to Ecclesiology, 50. 
3 Ibid., 39. 
4 Ibid., 58. 
5 Ecumenical Creeds and Reformed Confessions (Grand Rapids, MI: Faith Alive, 1987). 
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include multigenerational, aging, thriving, dying, traditional and contemporary. But 
whether we are working off of local definitions or global denominational strategies, the 
questions raised above need to be answered. This is certainly true in my current context, 
which will be the test case to answer these questions throughout the course of this project. 
Immanuel Christian Reformed Church (ICRC), where I currently serve, is a mid-
sized church in the 160-year-old denomination called the Christian Reformed Church in 
North America (CRCNA).6 ICRC was founded in 1946 by Dutch immigrants to maintain 
their distinctiveness when their mother congregation became too large. Throughout its 
history it has maintained a benign presence as the town of Ripon, California has grown 
around it. Today it is a church of around 400 members struggling to discern its identity in 
the midst of a denomination in decline and a growing town of 15,000 containing eighteen 
churches of various denominations and theologies. 
I was called to ICRC in 2008 as their Pastor of Youth. Since then my title and 
position have changed from Pastor of Youth to Pastor of Youth and Education and 
currently Pastor of Education and Outreach. These changes in positions and descriptions 
have occurred as many other changes have taken place in the church at large, including a 
change in lead pastor and overall mission, and a decline of membership. More of the 
details of ICRC and the CRCNA will be discussed in Part One of this project as I take an 
in-depth look at the local and denominational histories of ICRC and the CRCNA. The 
goal of these observations is to discern historical trends that speak into current realities 
and influence future changes. 
																																																													
6 Hereafter ICRC will be used to refer to Immanuel Christian Reformed Church and CRCNA will 
be used to refer to the Christian Reformed Church in North America. 
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While Part One will focus on history and context, Part Two will offer theological 
reflection. I will examine ecclesiology in depth and will define what church is and how 
its many parts fit together. Some key theological concepts will be examined that will 
influence the outcome. The distinctly and historically reformed theology of covenant will 
be examined in depth as well as a Pauline theology of adoption, which will frame the 
context and conclusion. Part Two will also explore the psychology and sociology of 
family and the life stages of childhood, adolescents, and adulthood as I seek to 
understand how a church best addresses and includes all of those members under its 
umbrella in meaningful ways. 
Part Thee will conclude with how to structure, implement, and evaluate a church 
based on my conclusions from history, context, and theological reflection. In the end, the 
question that I am seeking to answer is how a local congregation organically becomes a 
covenantal adoptive community where all members—long term, brand new, and future 
members—are seen as full-fledged adoptive siblings in the family of God. 
Throughout this project I will introduce the reader to the members and ministries 
of ICRC. They are real ministries and real people with a past, a present, and a future. I 
have found this church community to be caring and open to others. In the transition from 
a long term lead pastor to a new lead pastor—a transition that has not been easy—those 
heavily involved at ICRC have often compared the church to a sleeping giant. Its 
members are ready to move. Its influence is ready to be felt. Its larger community is 
ready to be included. Its leaders are ready to step out. 
But as with any waking giant, ICRC is experiencing the effects of atrophy in its 
long unused muscles and joints. It needs to retrain them in the ways of faithful action. It 
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needs to stretch them as it moves from where it has resided for a long time into where it 
needs to go. And in some ways it needs to be pushed.  
I have a friend who is a physical therapist. He loves to make his patients hurt, not 
because he is sadistic, but because he knows that in their pain there is healing. The same 
is true for ICRC. In its pain there is healing. The processes laid out in this project are 
meant to cause pain by stretching unused muscles and stiff joints for the purpose of 
healing and moving a church community forward. The hoped for outcome is an active 
covenantal community of adoptive siblings fulfilling the mission of the church as 
disciples of Christ.
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CHAPTER 1 
THE CHRISTIAN REFORMED CHURCH IN NORTH AMERICA (CRCNA) 
Historical and Theological Roots of the CRCNA 
The Reformation 
 Like all Protestant denominations, the CRCNA can trace its roots back at least as 
far as the Reformation of 1517. When Martin Luther, who had been asking questions 
about the doctrine and practices of the Catholic Church since 1507, nailed his The Ninety-
Five Theses on the doors of the Castle Church of Wittenberg, a movement was ignited. 
This document was quickly translated, copied, and sent across Europe. Luther would be 
excommunicated from the Catholic Church and even declared an outlaw, all the while 
defending his new found beliefs to church council after church council. 
While Luther’s intent was always to reform the church from the inside—a 
sentiment generally shared by reformers of the church from the time of Luther until 
today—what actually happened was a split that would affect churches and governments 
across the world for the next 500 years. The idea that laity and clergy alike could 
question the church and even separate from it to begin a new fellowship has caused 
words like secession and schism to be common in Protestant churches even today. But 
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the reality of secession or schism also gave birth to a variety of movements and 
denominations around the world. 
Martin Luther was not the only reformer to make his mark on the church during 
the time of the Reformation. The reformer that had the greatest initial impact on the 
future CRCNA was John Calvin. Calvin was born in France, but left there in 1534 when 
his life was threatened because of his religious views and his defiance of the Catholic 
Church. He planned to move to Strasbourg, Germany for further studies. While on his 
journey he stopped in Geneva, Switzerland and was convinced to remain there to help 
form a genuinely reformed city and church.1 
Calvin’s impact on the reformation in general and particularly the CRCNA can be 
felt by this subtle move. Unlike other reformers who were seeking to reform only the 
church, Calvin looked to reform all of society through the Word of God and its influence 
on life itself. Calvin had a broad view of scripture and believed that it spoke into every 
aspect of life. James Schaap, CRCNA historian and story teller, says that “Calvin wanted 
very badly to create a comprehensive system of doctrine and knowledge that would not, 
because he could not, separate religion or faith from life itself.”2 Calvin’s most 
systematic attempt to lay out his theology is found in his Institutes of the Christian 
Religion, which was first published in 1536 and is still considered one of the most 
influential documents in Christian history.3 
																																																													
1 James C. Schaap, Our Family Album: The Unfinished Story of the Christian Reformed Church 
(Grand Rapids, MI: CRC Publications, 1998), 36. 
 
2 Ibid., 38. 
 
3 Hans J. Hillerbrand, “The History and Premises of Protestantism,” in The Reformation, ed. 
Stephen P. Thompson (San Diego, CA: Greenhaven Press, 1999), 68. 
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Calvin’s influence is ever present in the CRCNA through his theology and his 
name. The major denominational college and seminary of the CRCNA are Calvin 
College and Calvin Theological Seminary. For years the boys and girls clubs of the 
CRCNA—modeled after the Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts of America—have been called 
The Calvinist Cadet Corps and Calvinettes.4 Even though most members of the CRCNA 
may have a hard time detailing the theology of John Calvin, his name is well known. It 
could also be pointed out that while this connection is very strong in the CRCNA, 
America itself was founded on many of the ideas and ideals of John Calvin. The Puritans 
of Plymouth Rock, who established one of the first viable colonies in the New World, 
were Calvinists.5 
Politically, the Reformation movement led to revolution and wars all throughout 
Europe. It was a bloody time on the continent. As things began to stabilize one of the 
contributing factors was a marriage between state and church. Specifically this was the 
case in the provinces that would make up the Netherlands, which is where current Dutch 
Calvinists find their heritage. 
  
 
																																																													
4 Calvinettes changed its name to GEMS (Girls Everywhere Meeting our Savior) in 1995. The 
Calvinist Cadet Corps have proposed name changes numerous times over the last decade but as of yet have 
not changed their name. 
 
5 James Schaap points out that his middle name is Calvin. While I cannot claim that middle name, 
I can claim to have had a portrait of John Calvin hanging in my dorm room while I attended Calvin 
College. I can claim that, for a while, I was part of a small group that read and discussed sections of 
Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion while in college. And I can claim that to this day a bobble head 
of John Calvin rests on a shelf behind my desk in my study. 
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1618 Synod of Dort 
 The Protestant church continued to grow in the generations following the original 
reformers like Luther, Zwingli, and Calvin. In 1618, 100 years after the beginning of the 
Protestant Reformation, an international synod of Reformed churches was called in the 
city of Dordtrecht, the Netherlands.6 Four main decisions were made at this synod which 
would affect later movements leading up to and including the CRCNA.  
The first of these decisions revolved around the adoption of a set of Calvinistic 
reformed beliefs outlined in a document called the Canons of Dort. This document, which 
is still in use today, outlines five heads of reformed beliefs. In fact, it is one of three 
documents, along with the Heidelberg Catechism and the Belgic Confession, that hold 
confessional status in the CRCNA today.  
Second, this synod adopted the church order of Dort that would be debated over 
and over again throughout the course of history in Reformed churches. Among other 
things, this church order required office bearers to sign a form of subscription which 
declared their beliefs to be in line with what were seen as orthodox reformed beliefs. This 
church order also established strict guidelines for worship, including which songs could 
be sung in official worship services. 
Third, this synod dealt with a debate that had been brewing in the Dutch 
Reformed churches and the universities associated with the church involving the 
theologies of Jacob Arminius and Francis Gomarus and their respective followers, 
																																																													
6 “Canons of Dort,” CRCNA Welcome and Beliefs, accessed March 18, 2015, 
http://www.crcna.org/welcome/beliefs/confessions/canons-dort. 
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especially as they taught about predestination and election.7 Arminius taught that the 
doctrine of election depended on God’s knowing beforehand exactly who would accept 
the gospel while Gormaus disagreed.8 Over the course of this synod Arminius and his 
followers were labeled as heretics, expelled from the synod, and deposed from their 
ministry positions and university appointments. The result of this debate not only dealt 
with a specific theological issue, it also provided an outline for how the Dutch Reformed 
churches would deal with differing views of theology for years to come. While this 
decision led to a major split in the Dutch Reformed churches, it would not be the last split 
to happen over the course of history. And even though Arminius and his followers were 
labeled as heretics, their theology is still debated today in institutions across the 
CRCNA.9 
A final decision that came out of the Synod of Dort granted almost universal 
power to the state over the church. While this was rather common for that time period, 
the effects of it would once again be felt for years to come. As time went by, the citizens 
once again questioned the practices of a state-led church. At the same time the state 
asserted even greater influence over the church. Church officials, including clergy, could 
only be appointed by the state, and general synods could only be called by state officials. 
Since general synods were the only way to make official changes to the church, the state 
																																																													
7 D. H. Kromminga, The Christian Reformed Tradition (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 1943), 33-36. Kromminga has a good synopsis of the Arminian controversy at the 
Synod of Dort. 
 
8 Schaap, Our Family Album, 50.	
 
9 Every year students from Ripon Christian, our local Christian school, are taught about 
predestination and election and the Arminius views. This never fails to stir lively debates amongst students 
both at school and in local youth ministries. 
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refused to call one for 200 years. During that time the practice and doctrine of the church 
as prescribed by the Synod of Dort deteriorated.10 
Afscheiding 
 Nearly 200 years after the Synod of Dort, the state church called a new synod in 
1816. The main reason for the synod was so the state could initiate even more control 
over the church in an attempt to unify a country which had been ravaged by different 
warring factions and invaders. Out of this synod came orders for different songs to be 
sung in worship and a more generalized order of subscription for office bearers to sign. In 
general, this synod undid some of the long held traditions that came out of the Synod of 
Dort. While state officials were pleased with the results of the synod, those who held 
most tightly to the doctrine and practice prescribed by the Synod of Dort 200 years earlier 
were not happy and slowly began to raise their disgruntled ideas in their local churches. 
They once again felt that it was time to reform the state church. This led to the 
Afscheiding secession of 1834. 
 The first major figure of the Afscheiding secession was clergyman Hendrik de 
Cock and his congregation at Ulrum. De Cock’s preaching attracted large crowds and his 
teaching drew the ire of state officials. In October of 1834 his church laid out their 
grounds for secession from the state-run church, and their secession was official.11 They 
were soon joined in secession by Hendrik Pieter Scholte and his church in Genderen. 
Over the next two years 200 more churches and their clergy would join the secessionist 
movement. Their basis was a return to the decisions of the Synod of Dort over 200 years 
																																																													
10 Schaap, Our Family Album, 48-55. 
 
11 Ibid., 88-89. 
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earlier. Although they had that in common, they also had internal disagreements. Two of 
their most formidable clergy, Hendrik Scholte and Albertus Van Raalte, would constantly 
battle each other over charges of heresy and suspicion—conflicts that would eventually 
carry over to the New World. 
Doleantie 
 Like a broken record, the history of the Doleantie may sound familiar. Clergy and 
laity alike were disgruntled by a degradation of doctrine and practice in the state-led 
church. Their goal was to reform the church from the inside, but when theologian and 
statesman Abraham Kuyper and those who followed him were deposed from the state 
church in 1892, another secession soon followed. The group that left the state church 
would call itself the Christelijk Gereformeerde Kerk (Christian Reformed Church) two 
years before the CRCNA would take on that same name in America. 
 Kuyper’s theology picked up where Calvin had left off. In fact, his theology is 
often called Neo-Calvinism. He believed very strongly that God’s Word spoke not only 
to the practices of the church, but also to practices of economics, politics, science, and 
art, among other things. His favorite phrase in regards to the role of scripture was “every 
sphere of life” and he believed that “Calvinism…created a life-and-world-view, and such 
a one as was, and still is, able to fit itself to the needs of every stage of human 
development, in every department of life.”12 
Kuyper’s movement was not one of aristocracy. His movement was of the 
common people. He encouraged involvement in all spheres of life by members of the 
																																																													
12 James D. Bratt, Dutch Calvinism in Modern America: A History of a Conservative Subculture 
(Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1984), 15-16. 
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Doleantie. He himself became prime minister of the Netherlands and his influence was 
felt throughout the churches of Europe and America. 
Cultural and Political Movements of the Twentieth Century 
 Many cultural and political movements speak into the development of the 
CRCNA that should be mentioned here. The first is war. The two world wars not only 
affected those who would later immigrate to America from the Netherlands, but they also 
greatly affected the world views of those living in America. 
 For those yet to emigrate from Europe the world wars changed the way they saw 
the world and the people in the world. Dutch Calvinists regularly hid European Jews in 
their attics, cellars, and barns. These were people who had nothing in common in regards 
to their faith, but the Calvinistic and Kuyperian views on God’s sovereignty in every 
sphere of life led directly to these decisions. Many paid a large price for these decisions. 
 But it was not just war that the European Dutch had endured. It was also the 
economic depression and political upheaval that followed the wars. They lived through 
the results of war every day in a different way than their American cousins. 
 The wars made the Dutch immigrants in America acutely aware that they were 
citizens of a new country with different allegiances and responsibilities. This would 
affect how a denomination with a distinctly Dutch heritage would find itself as an 
American church. Dutch fathers and sons went off to fight a war in the name of their new 
country. They left Dutch and returned American.13 The process of Americanization was a 
																																																													
13 The oldest CRCNA church in Ripon, California sent at least one hundred members to fight in 
World War II. The effect that this had on them upon their return (for those that did return) is difficult to 
measure. 
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very difficult one that in some ways is still ongoing today. On top of that the pain and 
loss felt by Dutch Americans who sent their family members to war—never to have them 
return—is not to be minimized. 
As these two people groups mingled after the wars, the European Dutch 
questioned how the American Dutch could squabble over things that they saw as 
irrelevant. James Schaap explained it this way: 
And when they [European Dutch] came to North America, what they found was a 
denomination fearfully obsessed with the dangers of a movie marquee, a deck of 
cards, and a step or two on a dance floor. They’d had to fight to stay alive during 
the last horrendous ‘hunger winter’ of 1945, but what they discovered here was a 
deep fear that the local grocery store might stay open on Sunday. They’d risked 
their own families’ health and well-being in order to hide Jews, people whose 
Christ-denying faith they overlooked for the sake of their common humanity, and 
what they discovered here was people who thought using a common vulgarity for 
excrement was a mark of real sin. They were—many of them—a rough-hewn and 
independent people, folks who’d snubbed their noses at the SS. And when they 
came to North America, what they found was a denomination full of smilers, 
sweet people whose piety they couldn’t help but judge as being superficial at best, 
nonsensical at worst.14 
 
 Imbedded within this quote from Schaap are other cultural forces at work in the 
CRCNA in the early twentieth century. War was not the only event shaking this young 
immigrant church. Culture at large and its influence could not be ignored. Among the 
cultural forces that the CRCNA needed to deal with as it established itself were the 
worldly amusements of card playing, dancing, movie attendance, the matter of lodge 
membership, and the decision on which language to use in worship.15 
 Dealing with the cultural force of worldly amusements was a major topic of the 
1920s. As culture raged on the outside, the CRCNA took a staunch stance from the 
																																																													
14 Schaap, Our Family Album, 315-316. 
 
15 Christian Reformed Church in North America, “Report of the Committee on Worldly 
Amusements,” in Acts of Synod (Grand Rapids, MI: Office of the Stated Clerk, 1928), 86-89. 
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inside. The 1928 Synod of the CRCNA adopted a position condemning gambling, 
movies, and dancing. Strangely enough, Rev. Herman Hoeksema had warned the 
CRCNA of the dangers he had perceived in the worldly amusements early in the 1920s. 
At that time synod ruled against him and he broke off from the CRCNA and began what 
is still known today as the Protestant Reformed denomination. 
The years after synod’s ruling in 1928 were filled with legalism and suspicion. In 
1948 Rev. B. J. Haan, a minister in the CRCNA, was pictured in Life magazine as 
strongly opposing the opening of a movie theater in Sioux Center, Iowa—a conservative 
CRCNA area.16 Around the same time a report from Calvin College to the synod of the 
CRCNA noted that the ban on worldly amusements could not be fully enforced and that 
college leaders were not in agreement with the CRCNA’s position in the first place.17 It 
was not until 1966, however, that the synod of the CRCNA re-examined the 
denomination’s position on this issue and adopted a more mainstream policy of 
“Christian Liberty” for its members and their involvement in movie attendance.18  
 Lodge membership was another point of contention that the CRCNA took on very 
early in its existence. The denomination took a hard stance against organizations such as 
the Odd Fellows, Elks, Moose, and Masons. They viewed these secret societies and the 
oaths of secrecy that came with them as unchristian. The CRCNA still officially holds a 
position today which states that church membership and lodge membership are not 
																																																													
 
16 “Iowa Movie Battle,” Life, April 19, 1948, 97-100. 
 
17 John Kromminga, The Christian Reformed Church: A Study in Orthodoxy (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Baker Book House, 1949), 121. 
 
18 Schaap, Our Family Album, 261-263. 
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compatible. The implications of this are far-reaching if they are closely followed. Not 
only are lodges called into question, but at one time or another, issues like membership in 
unions and pledging fraternities and sororities have also been debated by the CRCNA.19 
 Finally, the cultural force of language is a factor that will be dealt with further 
when I discuss the Americanization of the CRCNA. For now, I can simply summarize by 
saying that the CRCNA as a Dutch denomination did not give up its Dutch language 
easily to the cultural force of the English language. A serious debate was had at one point 
whether it was even possible to be a Reformed Calvinist and not worship in the Dutch 
language. When churches could no longer support a Dutch worship service they held both 
Dutch services and English services, or even combined with other nearby churches to 
hold Dutch services. The change has never been wholesale and has taken decades to 
enact. Today in West Michigan, where the headquarters of the CRCNA is located, Dutch 
services are still held on occasion for older members.20 
The Migrations to North America 
 The migrations of Dutch people to North America occurred in waves and 
generally follow the historical roots outlined in the previous section. This paper will 
focus on three major migrations of Dutch settlers. The first took place in the 1840s and 
1850s and generally lined up with the Afscheiding. The second took place in the late 
nineteenth century and early twentieth century and generally followed the Doleantie. The 
third was in response to war and its aftermath and took place post World War II. 
																																																													
19 Schaap, Our Family Album, 210-213. 
 
20 In Ripon, CA, there are no Dutch services held regularly. However, every Thursday morning at 
10:00 a Dutch hymn sing is held at Bethany Home, the local retirement community. 
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1840s and 1850s 
 The Afscheiding made life difficult for those who seceded. Leaving the state 
church, which had provided salary for clergy and facilities for churches, led to 
considerable economic hardships. Persecution took the form of imprisonment of clergy 
and church leaders, a loss of customers and jobs for the laity, and a loss of buildings and 
property for congregations. Such persecution resulted in a disgruntled and deflated 
people. In addition, a potato blight created massive crop failure and famine in the 
Netherlands, and greatly depressed the economy. 
 At the same time, America was being settled and touted as a promised land of 
sorts, where land was plenty and a new start was reality. Immigration from the 
Netherlands to America was a natural result. In 1847 H. P. Scholte led his congregation 
from the Netherlands to the plains of Iowa. Scholte was at one time a prominent member 
of the Afscheiding, but had eventually fallen out of favor with the secession church and 
was dismissed. Members of his congregation began to immigrate in the early 1840s and 
the mass of them followed in 1847. Their goal was to found a new settlement free from 
religious persecution, and they did that by settling the area of Pella, Iowa. It is important 
to note, however, that Scholte did not establish his colony in order to maintain the 
ethnicity of his people. He had no plans to remain Dutch or separate. As James Schaap 
puts it, “…Scholte came to America to be American…”21 
 As with most new settlements, the first few years were exceedingly difficult. The 
weather was harsh and new world diseases ran rampant throughout the settlement. But 
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traffic from the east heading west to California for the gold rush of 1849 gave the Pella 
settlers buyers for their goods and products. Continued immigration also refueled the 
numbers of the settlers, and Pella established itself. The settlers of Pella would not be the 
original members of the CRCNA. Rather, some of them would join the denomination 
after its founding, when the first CRCNA church in Pella was established in 1866.22 
 At almost the same time that Scholte and his followers were settling in Pella, A. 
C. Van Raalte was leading his congregation to America as well. While Van Raalte was a 
member of the Afscheiding, he was a reluctant one at best. He had wanted to be ordained 
in the state church of his father, but was denied because of his education and associates. 
 In 1846 Van Raalte and hundreds of members of his church made the trip across 
the ocean to America. When they arrived in America they headed for western Michigan 
by way of Albany, New York. In Albany one of Van Raalte’s major sponsors assisted the 
immigrants. This was Rev. Isaac N. Wyckoff, a Dutch-speaking preacher in the Dutch 
Reformed Church, also known as the Reformed Church in America. This connection 
would prove very influential later and is worth remembering. 
 Early in 1847 Van Raalte and his followers began to settle along the shores of 
Lake Michigan near Black Lake; a settlement that they would name Holland. As with the 
colony in Iowa, the early years of the Holland colony were filled with hardship and 
sickness. But thanks to the persistence of the Hollanders, trade, continued support from 
Wyckoff in New York, and a constant influx of new emigrants, the Holland colony grew 
and eventually the whole area thrived. 
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 One final note to this period of immigration is that not only were colonies and 
towns established, but churches as well. By 1848 four churches with three pastors were 
established in and around Van Raalte’s Holland colony. They officially formed a classis 
or grouping of churches in that year, and adopted the church order of Dort as their official 
rules.23 
Late Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries 
 Life in the Netherlands returned to normal after Scholte and Van Raalte moved 
their congregations to America. Persecution settled down, the potato blight ended, and 
the economy recovered. Immigration to America from the Netherlands slowed to a trickle 
in the 1860s. But with the Doleantie secession the idea of immigration once again 
became popular and many followers of Abraham Kuyper found their way to North 
America. Taking with them their views of Calvinism and the “every sphere of life” 
worldview of Kuyper, they found union with the CRCNA partly because of their name24 
and partly because of their doctrine and practices. 
 This was an age of rapid growth for the CRCNA due to major immigration. The 
new arrivals did not all move to Van Raalte’s Holland colony, however. In fact, they 
were not all even Dutch.25 New arrivals settled in Illinois, Iowa, Ohio, Minnesota, 
Wisconsin, and on the east coast. Some even found their way west to California and 
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24 The Doleantie church in the Netherlands had taken on the name Christelijk Gereformeerde Kerk 
(Christian Reformed Church) two years before the CRCNA would take on that same name in America. 
When this phase of immigration occurred the union between the immigrants and the churches that held the 
same name as they were used to in the Netherlands was obvious, if not perfect. 
 
25 In 1890 a group of German congregations in Illinois, Iowa, and Minnesota would join the 
CRCNA with special allowances to be able to worship in German instead of Dutch. 
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Washington. As colonies of Dutch and other European ethnicities sprang up all over 
America, so did churches. CRCNA churches were founded in many of these areas and 
other established churches joined the CRCNA during these years.  
Post World War II 
 In the aftermath of two World Wars in Europe another wave of immigrants came 
to America. The reasons for this immigration had much less to do with religion and much 
more to do with politics and economics. This immigration was not just to America, but to 
Canada as well, which truly gave birth to the bi-national denomination that the CRCNA 
is today. 
 As was discussed earlier, this set of immigrants was less concerned with some of 
the intricacies of the reformed experience in America. They had experienced war first-
hand, not just by way of sending family members overseas. In a large way this immigrant 
group came to escape nationalism and to regain the life that two World Wars had cost 
them. What they found, especially in America, was a nation bent on patriotism as 
America began to take its place as a political, economic, military, and moral power in the 
world. Due to the patriotic landscape of America which local churches often embraced, 
many people of this immigrant wave settled in Canada, where patriotic ideas were not as 
rampant.  
The Secession from the Dutch Reformed Church of America (RCA)—1857 
 The true beginning of the CRCNA finds its mark in secession. When A. C. Van 
Raalte made his way to America and was befriended by Rev. Isaac Wyckoff, a bond 
began to form between the established Dutch Reformed Church in America and Van 
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Raalte’s new colony in Holland, Michigan. Already in the fall of 1848 Van Raalte and 
the newly formed Classis Holland took on the matter of becoming affiliated with the 
Dutch Reformed Church. Wyckoff visited Holland in the spring of 1849 and the union 
between the seven churches of Classis Holland and the Dutch Reformed Church was 
established—not without reservation from Classis Holland, however. 
 The immigrants in Holland, Michigan had very recently left behind memories of a 
larger affiliated church that dictated their theology and took away their liberties. They 
feared they might once again lose the religious freedom that they had come so far for and 
worked so hard to establish. Wyckoff calmed their fears by assuring them that at any time 
they could “bid us [Dutch Reformed Church] a fraternal adieu and be by themselves 
again.”26 
 There were problems with this union from the beginning. Van Raalte saw it as a 
way to assure the future of his colony and their distinctiveness in this new world. But 
even in saying that, it is strange to think that this new colony of Dutch could find true 
fellowship with a Dutch-American denomination that had existed in the New World since 
the first Dutch Reformed church was founded in New Amsterdam in 1628.27 The 
																																																													
26 John Kromminga, The Christian Reformed Church, 28. Kromminga points out that Wyckoff had 
no ecclesiastical right to offer this clause to the churches of Classis Holland.  
 
27 Howard G. Hageman, Our Reformed Church (New York: Reformed Church Press, 1995), 5. 
The Dutch had begun to settle in present day New York as early as 1614. What were in essence traveling 
pastors were sent by the Dutch Reformed Church from Holland to the Dutch colonies in 1623 as 
“comforters of the sick.” After its formation in 1628, the churches in the Dutch colonies remained part of 
the Dutch Reformed Church in the Netherlands until the colonies realized their independence in 1776. 
After American independence the churches of the Dutch Reformed Church became their own 
denomination. What today is the Reformed Church in America is the oldest Protestant Church in America 
with an uninterrupted ministry.  
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geographical distance between the mostly east coast denomination and the settlement in 
Holland, Michigan, made things even more difficult.  
 A few short years after the union between Classis Holland and the Dutch 
Reformed Church, questions about the validity and wisdom of the union were rampant in 
and around the Holland colony. In 1853 the Drenthe church accused Van Raalte of 
brokering the union for his personal financial gain.28 By the spring of 1857 opposition to 
the union from some of the growing number of Classis Holland churches had grown to 
the point that the classis agenda included the possibility of secession from the Dutch 
Reformed Church. By the end of this meeting four churches had seceded from Classis 
Holland and its union with the Dutch Reformed Church on multiple grounds.29 Many of 
those grounds carried over from old world arguments and held familiar rings. The 
secession churches accused those who stayed of not honoring the secession of the 
Afscheiding. They accused the Dutch Reformed Church of not holding to the Canons of 
Dort in their doctrine and practices. They disagreed with the singing of hymns and they 
felt that the Dutch Reformed Church was too Arminian in its Calvinism. They differed 
with the practice of open communion and lodge membership that the Dutch Reformed 
Church had been reported as upholding. It may seem strange, but the secession of April 8, 
1857 is seen as the birth of the CRCNA. 
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Transition from a Dutch Immigrant Church to a North American Church 
 This process, most often referred to as Americanization, took many forms and 
steps for the CRCNA. In some ways it still struggles with this process today.30 When H. 
P. Scholte led his church to Iowa he had every intention of Americanizing his people. 
When A. C. Van Raalte led his church to Michigan he had every intention of setting up a 
colony where Dutch people could remain Dutch. Obviously these views are very 
different, and in a way neither of them was realistic. For Scholte’s immigrants to abandon 
all of what it meant to be Dutch was impossible. Their dress, talk, food, and work were 
all Dutch. To totally abandon that in a new world would prove impossible. For Van 
Raalte’s immigrants to hold on to everything that was Dutch and avoid all of the cultural, 
political, and religious phenomena of the new world would also be impossible. 
 At the beginning of the twentieth century the CRCNA was divided in its opinion 
of the larger American culture. Historian James Bratt says that they held “a deep 
ambivalence toward the new land…”31 Henry Zwaanstra, Professor of History at Calvin 
Theological Seminary, observed that “During this period the Christian Reformed Church 
probably showed more interest in social and political questions than at any other time in 
																																																													
30 I asked a group of high school students from Ripon Christian what their identity was—
obviously searching for a spiritual answer about finding their identity in Christ. The first answer I got was 
that they were Dutch. A vast majority of these students are the third or fourth generations of their families 
in America. None of them speak Dutch, to my knowledge. Very few of them have ever been to the 
Netherlands. They do cheer for Holland every four years during the World Cup, but for them to identify 
themselves as Dutch speaks to the process of Americanization still ongoing in the CRCNA. 
 
31 Bratt, Dutch Calvinism in Modern America, 55. 
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its history.” James Schaap qualifies that statement by stating, “But the interest was that of 
a Dutch spectator.”32 
 Patriotism was rampant in America leading up to and during World War I. Much 
of the discussion for the CRCNA focused around flying an American flag in churches. 
Some churches went all out in their patriotic decorations, with flags and red, white, and 
blue bunting hanging from every window, pew, and pillar. Others refused to place a flag 
in their sanctuaries at all—remembering all too well the state-run church that they and 
their forefathers had separated from in the Netherlands.33 
 Language was also a major factor in the Americanization process. Dutch had been 
the official language of the CRCNA since its inception. A special act of synod was 
needed to allow churches of German descent to worship in German and still be 
considered CRCNA. LaGrave Avenue CRC, founded in 1887 in Grand Rapids, 
Michigan, was known from its inception as “The English CRC” because their language 
choice for worship was English. 
As World War I waged on and Germany was seen more and more as the global 
threat to all things good, patriotic Americans began to question anyone who was different 
from them. This led directly to prejudice towards immigrant communities, especially 
those from European cultures. In the heat of patriotism the Dutch language sounded much 
like the German language. And so many Dutch farmers were victims of vandalism at 
night, with patriotic Americans painting German flags and colors on the barns or houses 
of Dutch immigrants. In Iowa, no meetings—not even church services—could be held in 
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languages other than English. An allowance was eventually made for meetings to be held 
in other languages, but only if an interpreter translated at the event.34 This prejudice 
forced the hand of the Dutch denomination and caused the change in language to 
accelerate. 
Despite the intense pressure to adopt the language of their new country, a majority 
of the CRCNA held on to the Dutch language for a long time. Children born as third 
generation Americans at the beginning of the twentieth century still memorized and 
recited the Heidelberg Catechism in Dutch, even though they knew no Dutch and at times 
literally had no idea what they were memorizing or reciting.35 With new waves of 
immigrants joining the CRCNA in the 1930s and 1940s, the denomination held tightly to 
its language far longer than might have been imagined. Even today, any retired pastor in 
West Michigan who can speak Dutch is never without someone to visit.36 
Language was not the only question that the CRCNA had to face in America. 
Founders of the CRCNA had long been facing differences between Christianity and other 
cultural forces in the world around them. Members of the Doleantie had fought against 
the forces of modernism in Europe. Now the CRCNA faced the fundamentalist 
movement on one side and the Social Gospel movement on the other. They could not stay 
separate from the debates that waged in American protestant circles. The CRCNA was a 
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35 Schaap, Our Family Album, 220. 
 
36 My father, Rev. Henry Lamsma, immigrated with his parents and two younger brothers in 1959. 
I can remember my grandparents speaking Dutch to each other and to my uncles when I was younger. My 
grandparents never fully switched their language of choice to English, especially in private. However, my 
dad refused to speak Dutch to his parents in front of us, not wishing to speak in a language we and my mom 
could not understand. My dad died when I was in high school, but I have no memory of him ever speaking 
Dutch. 
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member of the National Association of Evangelicals for a time, but eventually pulled 
away from that fellowship in fear of drifting too far from their Reformed roots.37 In much 
the same way the CRCNA became a member of the Federal Council of Churches during 
World War I, in part to be able to work with the Red Cross and to provide an avenue for 
chaplaincy in the war. This membership was terminated after the war for fear of 
liberalism from the Federal Council.38 
The CRCNA also faced the American culture in its mission. Already in 1888 the 
CRCNA had decided to begin mission work among the Navajo tribes of New Mexico. 
They sent their first missionaries to the Navajo and Zuni peoples in 189639 and still 
maintain a strong mission presence there today. Their mission endeavors also spread 
worldwide with mission fields in over twenty-five countries at one time or another. The 
CRCNA began printing different publications like The Banner, The Reformed Journal, 
and Torch and Trumpet, reflecting various views within the CRCNA. A radio broadcast, 
called The Back to God Hour, began in 193940 and reached three million listeners by 
1954. The CRCNA was doing its best to reach into American and even global culture to 
spread the gospel and become relevant in global Christian conversations. 
Internal ministries also faced Americanization. The CRCNA had to decide how to 
deal with the Sunday school movement that swept over the American landscape in the 
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38 John Kromminga, The Christian Reformed Church, 112-114. 
 
39 Scott Hoezee and Christopher H. Meehan, Flourishing in the Land (Grand Rapids, MI: William 
B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1996), 3. 
 
40 Ibid., 79.	
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early part of the twentieth century. They faced Americanization in youth ministries and 
young adult societies as parachurch ministries and activities like Christian Endeavor, Boy 
Scouts and Girls Scouts attracted their youth. The CRCNA responded by establishing 
ministries of its own to work with children, youth and young adults. 
The process of Americanization has been a long one for the CRCNA. Throw into 
that equation the fact that the CRCNA is not just American, but Canadian as well, and the 
process became even more difficult. Melding all of these ideas and forces into one 
coherent Christian denominational witness has not been easy. Perhaps that process itself 
has led to many splits and secessions between church and church and denomination and 
denomination. 
Areas of Great Emphasis for the CRCNA 
To summarize this chapter into points that can be applied moving forward, there 
are two separate ways to examine this history. The first will be a look at historical points 
of emphasis in the CRCNA that are drawn out of the previous discussion. The second 
way will be a look at some of the most recent vision, mission and strategic plan decisions 
coming from the CRCNA by a group appointed by the synod of the CRCNA called the 
Strategic Plan and Adaptive Change Team. 
Historic Areas of Emphasis 
Theology 
 What the CRCNA believes has always been important. This is plainly clear all the 
way back to the early 1500s and the reformers who were the distant ancestors of the 
CRCNA. Their beliefs about God and the world around them caused them to put 
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themselves in harm’s way time and time again. Some were even killed for their beliefs. 
The CRCNA is the product of generation after generation sticking up for what it believes 
to the point of secession and migration halfway around the world. The Synod of Dort, the 
Afscheiding, the Doleantie, and numerous other meetings and movements were the result 
of historic theology and the producers of new theology. Churches have split in two, 
groups of churches have left the denomination, and new denominations have been formed 
because of theology. 
 John Calvin’s theology, laid out in his Institutes of the Christian Religion, is as 
common in CRCNA libraries as are any other books.41 Abraham Kuyper’s lectures on 
sphere sovereignty and the Christian’s calling to influence all spheres of life are very 
influential. CRCNA theologians built on the traditions of Calvin, Kuyper and others and 
produced volumes of systematic theology. The synod of the CRCNA appoints study 
committees yearly to seek proper theology when it comes to all sorts of issues that face 
the church. Study reports on worldly amusements, women in ordained ministry, 
homosexuality and the church, bioethics, environmental impact, and proper worship, are 
common reading. Some say that the CRCNA appoints too many committees. But the 
emphasis behind the study committees is and has always been proper theology. 
Theological education has always been an important foundation for the CRCNA 
as well. One of the first institutions that A. C. Van Raalte established in his Holland 
colony was a seminary to train future clergy. Calvin Theological Seminary, in Grand 
Rapids, Michigan, established in 1876, continues on that tradition of training clergy today 
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my dad’s library that I still have today. I count it among my most valued possessions. 
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as the only officially approved seminary for CRCNA pastors. Beyond that, the 
theological training of laity is also an emphasis. CRCNA schools of primary and 
secondary education are a mainstay of the denomination, as well as post-high school 
colleges. Calvin College, which became independent of Calvin Theological Seminary in 
1906, is a Christian liberal arts college directly affiliated with and supported by the 
CRCNA.42 The CRCNA’s emphasis on Christian education is well known. 
Theology is and has always been very important. Historically the CRCNA has 
always gone to great lengths to defend it. A large part of what influenced their separation 
and resistance to Americanization was theology and the protection of what they saw as 
proper theology. 
Right Order 
Throughout its history, church order—or how the CRCNA acts, governs, and 
proceed as a denomination—has been almost as important as theology. The church order 
of Dort was the sticking point over and over again. When the state church in the 
Netherlands diverted from the church order of Dort, secession was not far behind. One of 
the first decisions of the newly founded Classis Holland in 1848 was to adopt the church 
order of Dort as its official rules of procedure.43 
 Still today churches are governed by the denominational church order. It has been 
amended many times, but at classis meetings all across the denomination pastors still 
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43 An interesting historical note is that the 1849 union with the Dutch Reformed Church (RCA) 
was called into question numerous times before the secession of 1857 since the vote or movement towards 
the union was not taken at an official classis meeting, but an unofficial meeting. Therefore, some say, the 
union was never valid in the first place and there was never anything for the churches to secede from. 
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bring their copies of the Christian Reformed Church Order44 with them to check and 
double check throughout the meetings. Churches cannot make ministry, governance, or 
structural changes without either proving the validity of those changes via the church 
order or anticipating someone objecting on the basis of church order. The church order 
governs the actions of councils, elders, deacons, and pastors. It is a common phrase in 
CRCNA circles still today that everything is done properly and in good order. 
Separation/Distinctiveness 
 This historical marker can go both ways, and this has happened over the course of 
CRCNA history. Separation can give a connotation of purposeful walls being built to 
keep some in and others out. Mingling is not allowed in separation. Distinctiveness can 
communicate a desire to hold on to things that make one different even while being in the 
midst of something else. Both have been true at times for the CRCNA and still are today, 
depending on who you ask. 
Scholte probably would have agreed with the idea of distinctiveness as opposed to 
separation. When Van Raalte planted his colony in Holland, Michigan, he was looking 
for a place to be separate. The union with the Dutch Reformed Church was not to 
Americanize, but to maintain separation. Over its history the CRCNA has established 
Christian day schools to maintain its distinctiveness, developed entire ministries as 
opposed to joining other existing ones to maintain distinctiveness, and removed itself 
from wider fellowships to maintain distinctiveness. It developed its own printing 
company, radio program, college, seminary, and missions boards. Only recently have any 
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of those ministries or organizations partnered with other, non-CRCNA organizations in 
ministry. 
 CRCNA theologian Foppe Ten Hoor epitomizes this ambivalent thread in the 
history of the CRCNA. In a matter of a few years at the turn of the twentieth century, Ten 
Hoor was reported to have said that it was important for the Dutch settlers to crossbreed 
with Americans so as to create something better than both were originally. Only a few 
years later Ten Hoor was reported to say that he viewed Americans with much suspicion 
and they were better avoided.45 These views contradict each other in many ways, and the 
fact that they come from the same person—a leader in the denomination at his time—is 
not at all surprising. This dichotomy of thinking has been very evident throughout the 
history of the CRCNA. 
Secession 
 Like it or not, the CRCNA is a product of secession. Some would even call it the 
product of schism, which is a much harsher word than secession. The Reformation marks 
a breaking away of what has become the Protestant branch of churches from the Catholic 
branch. The Afscheiding was a breaking away of those committed to the rulings of Dort 
from the state-run church. The Doleantie was a breaking away of those against the state 
church and its tendencies towards modernism by the followers of Abraham Kuyper. The 
birth of the CRCNA is marked by the breaking away of some of the Holland colony 
churches from the Dutch Reformed Church union in 1857. The history and even birthday 
of the CRCNA is literally celebrated by marking secession. 
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 All of these secessions were seen as a return to the way things were supposed to 
be. All of those who seceded tried to reform from the inside first, but eventually faced the 
choice of remaining and fighting or leaving and returning to what they saw as correct. 
These were not the last secessions in the history of the CRCNA. In 1920 Rev. Harry 
Bultema led his congregation and its sympathizers out of the CRCNA to found the 
Berean Church.46 Not long after that Rev. Herman Hoeksema led his congregation and 
their supporters out of the CRCNA to form the Protestant Reformed Church.47 Other 
groups would leave over the course of the CRCNA’s history as well over matters of 
doctrine and practice up until the present day. Sometimes those who left would be a few 
and would join other already existing groups. Other times those who left would form 
entirely new denominations. Perhaps the most recent secession group formed the United 
Reformed Church in North America in 1996. Like it or not, secession has been an 
integral part of the history of the CRCNA. 
Ministry and Mission 
 One final area of emphasis will lead us to the present day. No matter what has 
taken place over the course of the CRCNA’s history, it has never forgotten the areas of 
ministry and mission. Ministry to those inside the church has always been important. 
Ministry to children, youth, and adults has taken many forms over the 160 years since 
1857; it may have been done incorrectly from time to time, but it has never been 
forgotten. When young members of the CRCNA were heading off to fight in World War 
I and World War II, CRCNA clergy followed them into the service as chaplains. When 
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outside ministries or organizations began attracting youth and young adults, the CRCNA 
responded by forming ministries for them. Men’s and women’s ministries were formed to 
care for specific needs as well. Picture directories and anniversary booklets of CRCNA 
churches are filled with pictures of Ladies Aid groups, Coffee Break and Men’s Life 
Bible study groups, Young People’s Society or other youth groups, Sunday school 
classes, and Cadet and Calvinette or GEMS clubs. In almost every area the CRCNA has 
developed ministry for its members. 
 Missions to other people groups have been important as well. From the turn of the 
twentieth century onward the CRCNA has sent missionaries and mission groups around 
the world. While the CRCNA has notoriously held on to its distinctions at home, it has 
reached past those distinctions abroad and followed the lead of Abraham Kuyper and his 
theology in reaching into all spheres of the world to influence others for Christ. 
Current Influences and Direction 
 The direction the CRCNA will take now that it is 160 years old and exists in a 
very different culture from where it was planted, is unknown. The answer to that question 
is hard to determine and really nothing more than an educated guess. In reflecting on the 
direction of the CRCNA at its 150th birthday celebration, Rev. Scott Hoezee, CRCNA 
pastor and director of the Center for Excellence in Preaching at Calvin Theological 
Seminary, pointed out the changes that had occurred over the previous one hundred years 
and the speed at which the world was changing at present. He ventured a vague guess that 
the denomination would continue to exist in some form or another at its 200th birthday 
and that it would continue to be a place where “grace through every generation” is 
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present.48 Those statements and guesses are valid, but there is no guarantee behind them. 
All that the CRCNA can do is attempt to read the churches that are a part of it, the culture 
that they find themselves in, and follow the God they serve while trying their best to set 
out a road map for the future. 
The denomination has made strides to define that direction over the last few years. 
It has adopted a set of denominational priorities that it calls its “Five Streams,” and in 
2012 the Board of Trustees of the CRCNA—which acts on behalf of the synod of the 
CRCNA between annual meetings—appointed and “…mandated a Strategic Planning 
and Adaptive Change Team (SPACT) to develop a fundamentally reframed 
denominational ministries plan to address our current ministry challenges.”49 For the 
purpose of this discussion we will review the Five Streams of denominational priorities 
and the report of SPACT as we look for current influences and direction. 
The Five Streams that were identified as priorities for the denomination moving 
forward are: faith formation, servant leadership, global missions, loving mercy and doing 
justice, and gospel proclamation and worship. Some descriptions of those Five Streams 
are needed:50 
1) Faith formation means that as a community—both denominationally and at 
the local church level—the church must seek to introduce and nurture faith in 
																																																													
48 Scott Hoezee, Grace Through Every Generation: The Continuing Story of the Christian 
Reformed Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Faith Alive Christian Resources, 2006), 125. 
 
49 “SPACT Final Report,” Christian Reformed Church in North America, accessed March 17, 
2015, http://www.crcna.org/sites/default/files/SPACTFinalReport.pdf. 
 
50 “Agenda for Synod 2014,” Christian Reformed Church in North America, accessed March 17, 
2015, http://www.crcna.org/sites/default/files/2014_agenda.pdf. Appendix A shows the Five Streams laid 
out in table form. 
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Jesus Christ to all ages. Discipleship and evangelism are two sides of the same 
coin. The church must work together to challenge and equip believers to 
discover and grow in their faith as they seek to become faithful disciples of 
God. This is a lifelong process that looks different at each level. It is also a 
process that is done communally with different ages interacting together and 
learning from each other.  
2) Servant leadership entails seeking to identify, recruit, and train leaders to be 
servants in the kingdom of God. This goes for those who are called to the 
profession of pastor as well as those who are called to other professions and 
who use their God-given gifts and abilities at the local and denominational 
ministry levels. The lifelong equipping of all leaders is essential for the 
flourishing of churches and ministries. 
3) Global missions encompass a worldwide missional community with a 
kingdom vision that seeks to be witnesses and agents of the kingdom to the 
ends of the earth. This happens by starting and strengthening local churches in 
North America and around the world. This also takes place through acts of 
service in times of need or disaster. 
4) Loving mercy and doing justice means that in response to the cries of the 
oppressed, forsaken and disadvantaged, the church’s heart is broken by the 
same things that break the heart of God. Therefore, the church seeks to act 
justly and love mercy as they walk humbly with God (Micah 6:8). This is 
carried out through service and through action locally and globally. 
37 
	
5) Gospel proclamation and worship recognizes that faith comes through the 
hearing of God’s Word. Therefore, the church attempts to proclaim the saving 
message of Jesus Christ and worship him in everything it does. 
In these Five Streams it is easy to see evidences of the same historical roots that 
were identified earlier. The influence of the theology of Calvin and Kuyper, while not 
plainly stated, are very evident. The emphasis on mission and ministry is there as well. 
The Five Streams lay out the direction for the denomination in the future. In some ways 
they reflect the reality of what the CRCNA is currently doing. In other ways they reflect 
where the CRCNA would like to be in the future. 
SPACT took these Five Streams and began to address them to the current context 
of the CRCNA and the culture at large in North America. Their conclusions were 
submitted as a final report to the CRCNA in September 2014. Included in that report are 
thirteen key ministry challenges in four specific areas: “supporting congregations and 
classes in their ministries, developing a shared ministry and organizational structure, 
shaping ministry to be flexible and adaptive, and clarifying our identity and ministry 
focus.”51 As the team looked at the Five Streams and the thirteen ministry challenges, 
they saw overlap in nearly every area. Their prescription was a set of technical and 
adaptive challenges in each of the thirteen ministry areas. 
This is very cutting edge thinking on the part of the CRCNA and has not been 
fully digested by any synod to this point. What these Five Streams and thirteen key 
ministry challenges will look like once they have been discussed is still unknown. How 
																																																													
51 “SPACT Final Report,” Christian Reformed Church in North America, accessed March 17, 
2015, http://www.crcna.org/sites/default/files/SPACTFinalReport.pdf. 
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they will play out in local congregations—some of which have existed for over one 
hundred years and have deep Dutch roots, while others have existed for only a few years 
and have no Dutch ethnic roots at all—is even harder to envision. But they do represent 
the most current statements that define the CRCNA today. 
The historical emphasis and the current influences will in some ways meld to 
create what the future will be for the CRCNA as a denomination. It is from that 
denominational level that I must now turn away to attend to a local congregation. In this 
local congregation many of the same situations that have been identified on the 
denominational level will be seen. 
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CHAPTER 2 
IMMANUEL CHRISTIAN REFORMED CHURCH 
Foundation and Early Years 
 ICRC was founded on March 11, 1946 in Ripon, California.1 In order to 
understand its formation it is important to understand the parent church that planted it as 
well. First Christian Reformed Church (First CRC) of Ripon, California was formed in 
1911 when Egbert Stevens formed The Society for the Promotion of the Spiritual Welfare 
of Hollanders at Ripon. First CRC met in the building of The Ripon Improvement Club—
which later became Ripon’s City Hall—until it constructed its own building in 1924. 
 By 1939, First CRC outgrew its facilities and faced the decision to either expand 
or plant a daughter church. The congregation decided to raise the funds to plant a second 
congregation, but when over 100 members of First CRC left to fight in World War II the 
problem of space in its present building was settled for a time. But the issue came up 
again in 1944. While it was clear that a daughter church needed to be formed, there were 
																																																													
1 Immanuel Christian Reformed Church, Immanuel Christian Reformed Church: 25 years, 1946-
1971 (Ripon, CA: privately published, 1971). 
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very few members of First CRC who wanted to leave to form it. The words of a visiting 
pastor, Rev. John de Jong, convinced a group of thirty-four families to make the move 
when he asked the congregation why more had not signed up to form this new church, 
and was told that no one had good reason to leave. He replied, “You are the people who 
should leave, those who are unhappy with their church make poor material for a new 
one.”2 In 1946 Classis California, a grouping of local CRCNA churches, approved the 
new church and ICRC was planted with 218 professing members. 
 ICRC called its first pastor, Rev. Evert Tanis, in July of 1946 and completed work 
on its building in February of 1952. The days of its youth are remembered very fondly by 
charter members. They were filled with celebratory worship, inspiring messages, and 
close fellowship. 
 ICRC began supporting local ministries and organizations almost immediately. 
From the day it was organized, the church supported Ripon Christian School. In 1949 
they began supporting the Stockton Gospel Mission in Stockton, California, a mission to 
the less fortunate about twenty miles north of Ripon. Haven of Peace, a Christian home 
for women and girls that grew out of the Stockton Gospel Mission, was also supported. In 
1952 support for Bethany Home, a retirement center for elderly in Ripon, began. In 1963 
they began supporting a CRCNA church plant in Sacramento, California. 
 In 1969, after twenty-three years as the pastor of ICRC, Rev. Tanis retired and 
Rev. Homer Wigboldy was called as the second pastor of ICRC. The 1970s included a 
building expansion, the calling of their third pastor, Rev. Theodore Wevers, and the 
planting of another church, this time a daughter church called Almond Valley CRC in 
																																																													
2 ICRC: 25 Years. 
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Ripon. This made three viable CRCNA churches in the town of Ripon—all planted due 
to space issues and not due to schism or disagreement.3 
 The twenty-fifth anniversary booklet put together by ICRC highlights different 
ministries of the church that are important to identify. Music has always been an 
important part of ICRC. A forty-member choir and a rebuilt Moller organ with about 
3,900 individual pipes were mainstays in worship. Sunday school classes for all grade 
school and high school ages were held every week. While no education classes for adults 
were held on Sunday mornings, a mention is made of small group Bible studies taking 
place in people’s homes throughout Ripon. Weekday women’s and men’s Bible studies 
took place, including Ladies Aid and Mary Martha Circle for women and Men’s Society 
for men. A Young Married Couples Club was very active, as was a youth group of at 
least fifty members.  
Two other mentions of youth groups occur in the twenty-fifth anniversary 
booklet. The first is a picture of a large group of CRCNA youth at a camp called Mt. 
Hermon for a yearly gathering called “Hi Camp.” This camp was held in conjunction 
with a yearly family camp and is still held annually in June. The second mention is of the 
youth staffing a booth for the World Home Bible League at a local celebration. It is noted 
																																																													
3 A recent article in Almond Valley CRC’s newsletter indicated that the original reason for 
seeking permission to plant this third church was because some members of ICRC were unhappy. Their 
unhappiness was not at or with ICRC, but with the size of ICRC. If a family wanted a seat in the sanctuary 
for worship services, they needed to show up thirty minutes before the service began. They felt that the 
church was simply too large for the members to develop meaningful relationships. Thus permission was 
sought to plant a third CRCNA church in Ripon. 
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that youth of ICRC conversed with other youth about “the claims of Jesus Christ on their 
lives” and signed up many interested inquirers for a Bible study course.4 
 The new ministries to boys and girls, Cadets and Calvinettes, were of particular 
interest to ICRC at the time of its twenty-fifth anniversary. These ministries sought to 
provide leadership training and Christian discipleship to boys and girls through 
interaction with adult counselors in small group settings. They were modeled by the 
CRCNA after the Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts of America clubs and began at ICRC in the 
late 1960s. ICRC saw these ministries as not only discipleship training but as outreach 
ministries to spread the gospel of Christ to children in the community. 
 In summary of the first twenty-five years of ICRC and in looking forward to the 
future, the twenty-fifth anniversary booklet makes a very interesting statement about its 
ministries:  
With the changes that time brings to men and to institutions a new word has crept 
into the vocabulary of the church. We speak of the 'outreach' of the church and 
mean thereby those acts of believers, performed as part of the implicit obligations 
of church membership which, as James reminds us in his epistle, should naturally 
follow from one’s membership in the body of Christians. We think especially of 
those actions and projects by which we, as the body of believers, reach those 
around us with the good tidings of the Gospel of Christ.5 
 
This was the basis for the ministry of ICRC in 1971. It is a statement worth remembering 
and using as a tool for evaluation in the years to come. 
 As the 1970s came to an end and the 1980s began, ICRC would call only its 
fourth pastor in its history. Rev. Case Admiraal would accept that call in 1981 and remain 
as ICRC’s pastor for twenty-seven years. This would mark the second pastorate at ICRC 
																																																													
4 ICRC: 25 Years. 
 
5 Ibid. 
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that lasted for twenty-three years or more—a very rare occurrence in the CRCNA. Much 
of who ICRC currently is reflects the personality of Rev. Admiraal, and his tenure at 
ICRC deserves a closer look.6 
The Long-term Pastorate of Rev. Case Admiraal 
 During Rev. Admiraal’s twenty-seven years of ministry at ICRC the church grew 
from 550 members to almost 700 members.7 In 1986 a second, more contemporary, 
morning worship service was added. The staff of ICRC developed over the course of 
these years as well. When Rev. Admiraal began his ministry at ICRC the only other staff 
member was a part time secretary. Over the course of his ministry four separate ordained 
pastors served terms as associate pastors at ICRC, including Timothy Hoekstra, Thomas 
Haan, Calvin Friend, and Bret Lamsma. Other part time and full time staff included 
worship directors, administrative staff, youth directors, ministry coordinators, and 
bookkeepers. This staffing represented a major shift in ministries and direction. The 
continual turnover of staff, however, reflects an unclear vision and a lack of cohesiveness 
between the staff and Rev. Admiraal. 
 The theme of outreach continued during Rev. Admiraal’s ministry at ICRC as 
well. He felt that providing the congregation with a greater awareness of becoming 
externally focused was one of the greatest achievements of his time at ICRC.8 During this 
																																																													
6 In 2014 Rev. Case Admiraal passed away from a massive heart attack in Fremont, Michigan. 
This loss was felt deeply by many members of ICRC even though he had been gone from Ripon for six 
years. 
 
7 Immanuel Christian Reformed Church, Immanuel Christian Reformed Church Profile, 2009 
(Ripon, CA: privately published, 2009). 
 
8 Rev. Case Admiraal, Exit Interview by Sherman Verver, Kent Vos, Warren Wissink, and Conn 
Witt. Ripon, CA, July 28, 2008. 
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time ICRC assisted in planting three additional churches in central California; one in 
Stockton and two in the Sacramento area. But ICRC still struggled to retain new 
members, even though ICRC defined itself as a close community. Members, both new 
and old, who were not part of a prominent and large family or Dutch ethnicity, struggled 
to find a home at ICRC. One of Rev. Admiraal’s greatest hopes for the future of ICRC 
was that it would realize that its purpose as a church was not for themselves but for 
bringing others into the family of God. 
 One of Rev. Admiraal’s greatest strengths was pastoral visitation. He greatly 
enjoyed visiting members of the congregation and walking with them through illnesses, 
deaths, or other crises. One of his greatest weaknesses was leadership development. He 
regretted not doing more to develop leaders and wished that the council would take more 
initiative in leadership and vision casting for the congregation. In 2009, ICRC 
participated in a Natural Church Development survey.9 This survey identified 
empowering leadership as an area where growth was needed. The general opinion was 
that ICRC is very good at serving and giving, but there is a fear of being called a leader.10 
 Visioning very seldom took place during Rev. Admiraal’s pastorate. If it did take 
place it was at the initiative of other staff members and generally did not progress beyond 
initial stages. Since Rev. Admiraal did not push for visioning or strategic planning of any 
sort, it did not happen. 
																																																													
9 Christian A. Schwarz, Natural Church Development: A Guide to Eight Essential Qualities of 
Healthy Churches (St. Charles, IL: ChurchSmart Resources, 2000).  
 
10 Immanuel Christian Reformed Church, “Natural Church Development Survey Report” (Ripon, 
CA: privately published, April 2009). Appendix B shows ICRC’s scores on the Natural Church 
Development survey in eight separate areas. The “average” church will score fifty on each category while 
seventy percent of churches will score between thirty-five and sixty-five on each category. 
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 After Rev. Admiraal left ICRC in 2008, Rev. Al Helder, a trained transition 
specialist in the CRCNA, was contracted to work with ICRC during its vacancy. One 
thing that became very evident to Rev. Helder during his interim work was the inability 
for ICRC to communally disagree with each other. Rev. Admiraal was a peace keeper 
who would avoid conflict as much as possible. ICRC took on that same quality and only 
after his departure did many longstanding conflicts arise. Rev. Helder led a night with the 
congregation reviewing ICRC’s history. He would later admit in a report to classis that he 
was frustrated with that evening because he had hoped to have an honest discussion about 
ICRC’s positive events and disappointing qualities. People refused to honestly share 
anything negative in the larger setting.11 
 Rev. Admiraal was a very good pastor and was deeply loved by his congregation 
and his community. He had a gift for remembering names and faces, which built instant 
and long lasting love and credibility in the small town of Ripon. During his tenure the 
church grew and became a place of calm while neighboring churches were rocked by 
scandal and the CRCNA itself was infighting over worship styles and women in 
ecclesiastical ministry. Rev. Admiraal’s pastoral sensitivity and constant care for his 
flock will always be remembered and is deeply imbedded into the historic ICRC 
congregation. 
 But Rev. Admiraal’s inability to train leaders, his frustrations in dealing with 
staff, his avoidance of conflict, and lack of visioning led ICRC to become a pastor-
centered church. In the years after Rev. Admiraal left, ICRC has struggled to find its 
																																																													
11 Rev. Al Helder, Report to Classical Ministry Board from Classical Interim Pastor Al Helder, 
April 30, 2009. 
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identity without him. It has struggled to find lay leadership and in calling a new pastor it 
has struggled with the unfair expectations for a pastor that Rev. Admiraal left behind. 
ICRC has struggled to shed the mold of a pastor-led church in order to become a 
member-led church. 
The Transition from a Pastor-led Church to a Member-led Church 
 As a search team was organized to help ICRC search for a new pastor, one of the 
areas that the team identified as a need was leadership and administration. They wanted a 
lead pastor who would train elders, deacons, ministry leaders, and the church in general 
in ways of service and leadership. Much of this emphasis came out of the inability of 
Rev. Admiraal to carry out those tasks. The council of ICRC agreed with these felt needs 
and throughout the search process looked for a new pastor who would truly be a leader 
and would help the congregation realize its potential for ministry and mission in Ripon 
and around the world. 
 A majority of the time that Rev. Al Helder spent at ICRC was focused on those 
issues as well. He sought to provide leadership training to elders and deacons in areas of 
pastoral care and ministries of mercy. He worked with teams of people on creating a new 
vision purpose statement for ICRC.12 He sought to bring about a team atmosphere among 
the staff and included them in many of the important conversations that were taking 
place. All along the process during his interim, Rev. Helder worked with teams of people 
on all aspects of ministry, at times refusing to do things himself that he wanted the 
members or council of ICRC to take on. 
																																																													
12 Al Helder, Report to Classical Ministry Board from Classical Interim Pastor Al Helder. 
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 In the spring of 2011 ICRC called its new pastor, Rev. Ken Boonstra. When 
Pastor Boonstra was installed, retired pastor, Rev. Bert Van Antwerpen, reminded the 
congregation that Pastor Boonstra was not Rev. Admiraal. This may seem like a minor 
reminder, but it has been recounted numerous times over the past four years as an 
important distinction. It has been noted in CRCNA circles that a pastor who follows a 
long-term pastor in a congregation is often a very short term pastor. The major reason is 
simply because the new pastor is not the old pastor.  
 In Pastor Boonstra, ICRC got the pastor that its search team had hoped for. They 
called Pastor Boonstra because he was an innovative leader with history working with 
staffs and equipping councils and volunteers to do ministry. While he is gifted in areas of 
preaching and pastoral counseling, his greatest gifts are in the areas of visioning, 
leadership and administration. He would push ICRC to become a member-led church, 
working with council, staff, and ministry teams to reform structures, to question long-
held practices, and to revision itself for future ministry and mission. 
 In January of 2015, ICRC adopted a new council structure that fully reframed 
ministry and leadership at ICRC. It places ministry in the hands of ministry teams and 
staff and places governance on a governing council that is focused primarily on big 
questions of vision and purpose and not on micromanagement. In this new structure the 
council size went from twelve elders, twelve deacons, and two pastors to five elders, four 
deacons, two pastors, and an administrator. Each of these members has a specific task 
which requires specific gifts and passions. This structure places connection and care of 
the congregation under a system of shepherds, led by a head shepherding elder and Pastor 
Boonstra. While Pastor Boonstra oversees the care and connection aspect of council, he 
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also works with the worship team on all aspects of ICRC’s worship ministries. Rev. Bret 
Lamsma, the second pastor on staff at ICRC, works directly in the areas of education and 
outreach, working with teams and ministry leaders in those areas. While this transition is 
extensive and has not been easy, it is the hope of all involved that it will create a much 
healthier ICRC which is led in ministry and mission by members following their God-
given gifts and abilities where they lead. 
The Ministries of ICRC 
 The ministries of ICRC can be broken up into four different areas. These four 
areas include care and connection ministries, educational ministries, outreach ministries, 
and worship ministries. While these areas are used to categorize ministries for structure 
and leadership purposes, there is obvious overlap which is very important to recognize. 
Educational ministries all have outreach thrusts to them, care ministries have educational 
thrusts to them, and worship ministries have educational thrusts to them. The 
organizational chart of ICRC gives us the flow of these ministries, which we will briefly 
describe.13 
 The worship ministries are overseen by Pastor Boonstra and the Worship Team. 
They include planning and carrying out one Sunday morning worship service and one 
Sunday evening worship service each week. The Sunday evening service has morphed 
from a traditional style to more of a discussion style in which the themes of the morning 
sermon are discussed on a deeper and different level. They oversee the technology and 
music aspects of these worship services as well. Ministries also under the worship 
																																																													
13 Appendix C shows the organizational chart of ICRC as of June 2014. 
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umbrella include nursery for infants and toddlers and children’s worship for all children 
between the ages of three to second grade. During the morning sermon these children are 
dismissed to a separate worship experience led by volunteers where they sing, pray, 
experience a Bible story, and respond in a variety of ways. 
 The care and connection ministries are overseen by Pastor Boonstra and the head 
shepherding elder. This structure places all members of ICRC into a shepherd group in 
which a shepherd leader is responsible for maintaining regular contact with them. District 
shepherds hold the shepherd leaders accountable and Pastor Boonstra and the head 
shepherd elder work closely with district shepherds to assure that this process is followed. 
This structure came out of a very real lack of connections at ICRC. The Natural Church 
Development survey that ICRC participated in during its interim between Rev. Admiraal 
and Pastor Boonstra discerned “Loving Relationships” as the weakest area for ICRC.14 
Rev. Admiraal identified a similar concern in his exit interview when he noted that 
following up with new members, visitors, or people not connected in meaningful ways 
via families or ministries was a major downfall of his ministry and ICRC in general.15 It 
is the hope of ICRC that this new system will begin to address some of those concerns 
and shortfalls. 
 The outreach ministries are overseen by Pastor Lamsma and the Outreach Team. 
Due to various reasons this is an area that has been neglected from a leadership 
standpoint for the last year. The previous committee that led this area of ministry was 
dysfunctional and worked without a mandate or any real connection to ICRC’s council or 
																																																													
14 “Natural Church Development Survey Report.”  
 
15 Rev. Case Admiraal, Exit Interview by Sherman Verver, Kent Vos, Warren Wissink, and Conn 
Witt. 
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staff. This new team’s mandate calls it to work with the ministries of ICRC to teach and 
assure that every aspect of ministry is open and reaching into the larger world with the 
message of Christ. Specific outreach ministries include service or mission trips involving 
youth groups or intergenerational groups. They work closely with a CRCNA mission 
agency called World Renew and its branch ministry called Disaster Response Services, 
which assists in areas impacted by natural disasters. 
The Outreach Team also works with local service organizations on short term 
service projects and community events. They assist ICRC in promoting a summer 
Vacation Bible School ministry and they participate in an agency called Family Promise, 
which partners with churches to house families without homes in local churches for one-
week stints. ICRC is seeking to partner more with existing service organizations like 
Rotary clubs and Lions clubs on ongoing service projects.  
The outreach ministries of ICRC have historically been very service oriented. One 
of the new initiatives of Pastor Lamsma and the Outreach Team is to train members of 
ICRC in talking to their neighbors, coworkers and friends about their faith in daily and 
nonthreatening situations. This is a historic aspect of the reformed faith that ICRC 
professes, especially as it has been expressed through the theology of John Calvin and 
Abraham Kuyper. 
The education ministries are overseen by Pastor Lamsma and the Education 
Team. This team led the way at ICRC in vision planning when it proposed a new 
mandate to the council of ICRC four years ago. They wanted to take a proactive step 
towards education of all members and felt called to evaluate, plan, and celebrate what 
God was doing through the education ministries. They have since revised and clarified 
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their mandate, always keeping a proactive stance. Recently they have begun discussing 
the concept of faith formation, especially as laid out by James Wilhoit in his book 
Spiritual Formation as if the Church Mattered.16 
Ministries of the Education Team include ministries to children such as Sunday 
school, Cadets boys club, and GEMS girls club. Ministries to adolescents include middle 
school and high school youth groups and college age ministries. Ministries to adults 
include Sunday morning adult education, mid-week Bible studies like Coffee Break for 
women, Morning Seekers for women, Women in the Word for women, Men’s Life for 
men, and small group opportunities for couples and singles of all ages. 
This ministry framework will become more of a focus for this project as the thesis 
outlined in the introduction is expanded upon and applied to the ministry context of 
ICRC. Chapter six will look at each of these ministries in depth while chapter seven will 
examine how to best implement a strategy of covenantal adoption in ministries. For now, 
a working knowledge of the framework of ministries and history of ICRC will allow me 
to outline some current struggles that must be addressed in the proposed covenantal 
adoption structure. 
Current Struggles of ICRC 
 Before ICRC called Pastor Boonstra as its new pastor in 2011 it outlined eleven 
opportunities for growth in its church profile that was sent out to prospective pastors. 
Among them were many of the issues that have already been addressed in this section 
about ICRC. The struggles include enfolding new members, maintaining congregational 
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Community (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2008).    
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unity, incorporating all members into worship and ministry, addressing community 
needs, recruiting and training leaders, and resolving conflict.17 Many of those growth 
opportunities remain today. In this section current struggles will be addressed. 
 The first struggle is defining and maintaining congregational unity. This has been 
a real struggle as the church has transitioned from the pastorate of Rev. Admiraal to that 
of Pastor Boonstra. Unity has at times been defined with a “my way or the highway” 
mentality and many longtime members have left ICRC for other churches. The transition 
of the evening service from a traditional service to a discussion-based service has met 
with some pushback. A transition to include women as deacons at ICRC, which was set 
in motion in the CRCNA in the late 1970s and set in motion at ICRC in the mid-1980s, 
was finally realized in 2014. Even though a policy to allow women as deacons was on 
record for almost twenty years at ICRC, some members left when it was finally realized. 
 A move from two morning worship services to one was made to promote 
congregational unity. For the most part this action had the desired effect. Worship is more 
blended as opposed to either traditional or contemporary and a majority of members 
enjoy the combined service and the opportunity it has provided to be one church again.18 
But there were some that held to one worship style over the other and could not find 
common ground enough to stay.  
																																																													
17 Immanuel Christian Reformed Church Profile, 2009. 
	
18 One of the major down sides of two morning worship services was a general feeling of having 
two separate congregations at ICRC. People rarely moved between the two services and what developed 
was two relatively distinct congregations worshiping at the same church under the same leadership. While 
the services were distinct at their inception, they became almost identical with the exception of the 
instruments used during each service—an organ led the “traditional” service while keyboard, drums, and 
guitar led the “contemporary” service. The liturgies, sermons, and even songs were the same a vast 
majority of the time. Not stated in the proposal to move from two services to one service was the reality of 
the amount of volunteers needed to carry out two separate but almost identical services. With a dwindling 
congregation this became a major burden. 
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 Part of this struggle to maintain unity flows out of ICRC’s long history of 
avoiding conflict. While this difficulty was modeled by Rev. Admiraal, the Natural 
Church Development survey that ICRC participated in also defined this issue. The 
question of conflict resolution was the second lowest scoring question throughout the 
entire survey.19 The result of the lack of ability to address conflict has resulted in more 
people settling to leave the fellowship of ICRC than to stay around and see their way 
through the conflict. 
 The second struggle follows closely from the first. ICRC has always struggled in 
dealing with change. The fact that Pastor Boonstra is only the fifth lead or senior pastor 
in a church that is almost seventy years old has contributed to this struggle. Changes in 
leadership style and structure have been very difficult for ICRC. They are typically met 
with skepticism and behind-the-scenes posturing and complaining and are usually settled 
by leaving rather than discussion, understanding, and compromise. Change and the fear 
of loss that accompanies it needs to be addressed and realized if ICRC is to move 
forward. Trust is a major component that needs to be reestablished between leadership 
and membership. The current structural change addressed earlier is a prime example of 
this struggle and a great opportunity to work towards a solution. 
 A third struggle that ICRC faces is a definition of who it is in its context. ICRC is 
one of almost twenty churches in the town of Ripon, with a population of 15,000, and is 
surrounded by very large and active churches in the cities of Modesto and Manteca that 
lie to its south and north respectively. It is one of six CRCNA churches within a twenty-
mile radius, not to mention many other traditionally reformed churches belonging to the 
																																																													
 19 “Natural Church Development Survey Report.”	
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Reformed Church in America or the United Reformed Church, among other reformed 
and protestant denominations. Many of these churches boast attractive worship services 
and spiritual formation ministries for all ages. ICRC must define who it is in this context 
and why it exists as a church. A question that has been heard in council and staff 
meetings recently is, “If we ceased to exist tomorrow, what would be the difference?” 
ICRC needs to answer that question. 
 A fourth area of struggle that ICRC faces is becoming more outwardly focused. 
ICRC holds a unique place in the community and has taken initial strides in opening its 
doors and ministries to the city and world around it. It has a desire to reach out but it does 
not yet understand what that means or how to accomplish that in ministry or in the 
mundanity of ordinary life. One of the ways that this struggle manifests itself is ICRC’s 
inability to accept those who are not Dutch or affiliated with one of the prominent 
families in Ripon. ICRC also struggles to reach out to those who do not send their 
children to Ripon Christian Schools. Christian education is an important cause in the 
CRCNA, and especially so in Ripon. Those affiliated with the local public schools are at 
worst shunned and shamed and at best ignored or tolerated. 
 A fifth area of struggle that ICRC faces is integrating its separate ministries into 
the overall structure and fellowship of the church. ICRC’s ministries have historically 
been silos unto themselves—not mingling or sharing with each other when leadership, 
learning, or service is concerned. They have historically been age bound and gender 
bound. Ministries for every age group show up in the educational structure and very few 
if any of those ministries involve different generations learning from one another. Youth 
are typically tolerated or adored from afar and not integrated fully into the life of the 
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church. This situation is untenable given the size of ICRC and is not the best solution 
even where size is not concerned. ICRC needs to discover how it can build 
intergenerational ministry into its structure and how it can enfold members of all ages in 
appropriate ways into every aspect of its life. 
 Some of these struggles are more relevant to the topic of this project than others. 
Where needed, these topics will be referred to throughout this project. In the final 
implementation of a covenantal adoption structure issues of change and integration must 
be addressed. Chapter 7 will draw some conclusions on these topics.
 
	
 
 
 
 
 
PART TWO 
THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION 
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CHAPTER 3 
ECCLESIOLOGY AND THE PLACE OF THE MEMBER IN THE CHURCH 
The Ecclesiology of the Church 
 In his book Blue Like Jazz, Donald Miller includes a chapter entitled “Church: 
How I go without Getting Angry.”1 In this chapter he describes his upbringing in Baptist 
churches and talks about what upset him about the churches he attended. He felt like 
churches were always trying to sell Jesus to him, that they were simply parrots of the 
Republican Party, and that they emphasized war metaphors without defining who exactly 
it was that they were fighting. All of these issues combined to make him feel angry 
towards the institutional church and even stop attending for a while. He eventually found 
a church unlike what he was used to and became very engaged in that new community. In 
the end of the chapter he gives three guidelines for people who want to go to church 
without becoming angry. “Pray that God will show you a church filled with people who 
share your interests and values. Go to the church God shows you. Don’t hold grudges 
against any other churches.”2 
																																																													
1 Donald Miller, Blue Like Jazz (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 2003), 129-138. 
 
2 Ibid., 138. 
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The institutional church has taken some hits over the past few decades. Declining 
attendance and scandals have rocked churches and leaders across many spectrums of the 
North American church. Most major denominations are dealing with declining 
membership, especially among younger generations.3 A growing number of people would 
rather stay angry with the institutional church and ignore Miller’s advice to pray for the 
church and to find a place in a church where they can belong and thrive. 
 Despite the declining attendance and participation of Americans in institutional 
churches, however, some claim that interest in spiritual matters, including Christianity, 
has never been higher. Pastor and author Dan Kimball writes in They Like Jesus but Not 
the Church that in this post-Christian culture, people “…are open to all kinds of faith, 
including new mixtures of religions.”4 Researcher George Barna writes that despite the 
decline in participation of people in the congregational model of churches, other models 
like house churches, cyber churches, and other micro-models that promote passion in 
specific disciplines of faith are growing.5 In order to understand some of these trends in 
the church today it is important to know where today’s institutional church has come 
from. 
 I enjoy asking people a generally vague question of when the church began. Some 
go back to the beginning of their individual church; others go back to the founding of 
their denomination. Still others go back further in history to the time of the Reformation 
																																																													
3 Pew Research Center, accessed June 10, 2015, http://www.pewforum.org/2015/05/12/americas-
changing-religious-landscape/. 
 
4 Dan Kimball, They Like Jesus but Not the Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2007), 15. 
 
5 George Barna, Revolution (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, 2005), 64-65. 
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in Europe. Still others go to the Bible and point to the early church as it is identified in 
Acts and in the New Testament letters, while even others go to the Old Testament and 
point out that the people of God identified there are the beginning of the church. Of 
course, all of these answers can be correct, depending on what is meant by the question. 
Each answer illustrates a time in history when God’s people gathered for specific 
purposes. 
 In the Old Testament Israel was God’s chosen people through whom he would 
bring about the reconciliation of this world to himself. In Genesis 12 God calls Abraham 
to be the beginning of that people. The story of the Old Testament details the nation of 
Israel as they follow, and fail to follow, God in his commands to a growing people. The 
Belgic Confession, written in 1561 and one of the official doctrinal confessions of the 
CRCNA, references a story from 1 Kings 19 about the Lord preserving 7,000 people who 
did not worship Baal during the reign of king Ahab as an example of the history of the 
assembly of God’s people.6  
 The New Testament uses the Greek word ekklesia, which means gathering or 
assembly, to identify the church.7 In Matthew 16:18 Jesus tells Peter that he is the rock on 
which the church (ekklesia) will be built. Later, the New Testament book of Acts gives us 
a picture of the early church as it gathers and spreads via missionary journeys of the 
apostles Paul and Peter, among others. Paul’s and Peter’s letters of greeting, teaching, 
encouragement, and warning to churches throughout the then-known world comprise the 
																																																													
6 Belgic Confession, Ecumenical Creeds and Reformed Confessions (Grand Rapids, MI: Faith 
Alive, 1987). 
 
7 Edmund P. Clowney, The Church (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1995), 30. 
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majority of the rest of the New Testament. The book of Revelation even begins with 
letters to seven actual churches, encouraging and warning them about their actions and 
beliefs. All of these New Testament sources combine to give us a picture of local 
assemblies of people working out what it means to be followers of Christ in the 
generation following Christ’s ministry, death, resurrection, and ascension into heaven. 
 Preceding the Reformation during the sixteenth century in Europe, the church as 
an institution was the Catholic Church, ruled by the Pope in Rome. During the 
Reformation generations of theologians like Martin Luther and John Calvin developed 
new ways of thinking about the church. Many of these thinkers began inside the 
established Catholic Church and broke off from it in order to rediscover what Christ had 
intended faith and the church to be. Calvin highlighted the doctrine, discipline, 
sacraments and ceremonies of the church and stated that while Rome had corrupted them 
all, the evangelical churches had restored them to their purity.8 
 Many reformers, in their definitions of the church, would note the undeniable 
markers of the church. Luther defined the church as the assembly of saints in which the 
gospel is taught purely and the sacraments are administered rightly.9 Most reformers 
would agree with this definition with slight variations. John Calvin would say that the 
word and the sacraments were the true markers of the church.10 Zacharius Ursinus, 
commenting on question and answer fifty-four from the 1563 Heidelberg Catechism that 
he helped author, said that “the church is an assemblage of persons brought together, not 
																																																													
8 Paul D. V. Avis. The Church in the Theology of the Reformers (Atlanta, GA: John Knox Press, 
1981), 29. 
 
9 Ibid., 25. 
 
10 Ibid., 29. 
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by chance, nor in a disorderly manner, but called out of the kingdom of Satan by the 
voice of the Lord, and by the preaching of the gospel for the purpose of hearing, and 
embracing the word of God.”11 
 In Ursinus’ definition and description of the church we see another mandatory 
point that appears, consciously or not, in almost every definition of the church—the idea 
that a church is a community. Scripture itself is very clear in this part of the definition. In 
Romans 12:5, the apostle Paul says that “…in Christ, though many, [believers] form one 
body, and each member belongs to all the others.” Author Craig Van Gelder says, “Our 
lives in the church community are woven into a common social fabric, forming a 
redeemed community that is to love as a new humanity.”12 A church is a living 
community. It is the people of God, the assembly and body of Christ, and the fellowship 
of the Holy Spirit.13 
 Defining church by what it is and believes is important. But defining a church by 
what it does is also important. Edmund Clowney, professor emeritus of practical theology 
and former president of Westminster Theological Seminary, says that the church 
“…serves God in worship, but it also ministers to believers in nurture, and to the world in 
witness.”14 Each area, though distinct, is connected and is an important part of what it 
means to be a community of believers. 
																																																													
11 Zacharias Ursinus, The Commentary of Dr. Zacharias Ursinus on the Heidelberg Catechism, 
translated by Rev. G. W. Williard (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1956), 286. 
 
12 Craig Van Gelder, The Essence of the Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 2000), 
147. 
 
13 Clowney, The Church, 28. 
 
14 Ibid., 137. 
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 If ICRC is defined by what it does, the areas of worship, nurture, and witness are 
its active ministries. The four areas of ministry led by committees or teams of elders, 
deacons, staff, and members of the congregation introduced in chapter two are worship, 
education, outreach, and shepherding. While worship and outreach obviously fulfill the 
categories of worship and witness, both education and shepherding fulfill the nurturing of 
members criteria as defined by Clowney. These areas are also evident in the vision 
statement of ICRC which was established in 2013.15 
The Place of the Individual in the Church 
In the spring of 2015 ICRC held a new members’ class for three weeks after the 
morning worship service. As a part of this class, Pastors Boonstra and Lamsma talked 
about the beliefs of ICRC, the history of ICRC, and the identity of ICRC. During the 
discussion on identity they attempted to define what it means to be a member of ICRC. 
They talked about expectations around attendance, growing, serving, and giving. While 
these are accepted expectations for members of ICRC, these expectations are by no 
means required in order to be a member in good standing. Of the roughly 550 members, 
only around 47 percent attend worship services regularly and approximately 27 percent 
participate in a ministry at ICRC where they are actively striving to grow in their faith. 36 
percent of the members at ICRC use their God-given gifts in service ministries on a 
regular basis while 68 percent give regularly and significantly to the general church 
budget.16 
																																																													
15 See Appendix D for the complete vision statement of ICRC. 
 
16 Figures gleaned from a conversation with Pastor Ken Boonstra on June 24, 2015. Used with 
permission.	
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The place of the individual in the church is important to the definition of church. 
John Calvin says, “Members of the church are those who by confession of faith, by 
example of life, and by partaking of the sacraments profess the same God and Christ.”17 
If we use Calvin’s definition as our general guideline it seems that we can identify three 
important aspects of the individual’s involvement in the life of the church. These three 
areas have direct scriptural backing. 
The first area is faith, or a belief system agreed on by the larger body. Revelation 
2 and 3 contain seven letters dictated to John in his vision of Christ. In the letter to the 
churches in Pergamum the members are said to have remained true to their faith even 
when a prominent member of their community was put to death. In the letter to the 
church in Thyatira they are also commended for growing in their love and faith. In the 
letters that John writes to early churches it is clear that a professed faith is very important. 
Not only that, but the teachings of Paul, Peter, and the other early apostles of the church 
all begin to set out a system of beliefs that the early church would work through for its 
first few centuries of existence. Early church councils, like the council of Nicaea held in 
325 AD, exemplify that fact. 
In the CRCNA a common faith and belief system is also very important for each 
individual. This belief system is exemplified in scripture and outlined in the three creeds 
and three confessions prescribed to by the CRCNA. The three creeds include the 
Apostles’ Creed, The Nicene Creed, and the Athanasian Creed. These creeds are not 
unique to the CRCNA and are shared by a vast majority of churches in western 
Christianity. The three shared confessions, however, are more unique to reformed 
																																																													
 17 Kärkkäinen, An Introduction to Ecclesiology, 50. 
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churches. The first of these confessions is the Heidelberg Catechism, written in 1563 by a 
group of theologians, including Zacharias Ursinus and Caspar Olevianus. This catechism 
was written as a teaching tool, a guide for preaching, and a form for confessional unity. 
The second is the Belgic Confession, written in 1561 by Guido de Bres, as a clear and 
comprehensive statement of Reformed faith. The third is the Canons of Dort, which came 
out of the 1618-19 international synod of reformed people held in Dordtrecht, 
Netherlands, and gives a biblically Reformed perspective on things central to the 
Christian life and experience. 
It is important to understand the place that these creeds and confessions hold in 
the CRCNA. As an individual becomes a member of a CRCNA church they are asked in 
a liturgical form in public worship, “Do you believe that the Bible is the Word of God 
revealing Christ and his redemption, and that the confessions of this church faithfully 
reflect this revelation?”18 This does not mean that every individual member of the 
CRCNA or of specific churches like ICRC agree on every issue of faith. Far from it, in 
fact. Churches vary greatly in styles of worship, beliefs on issues such as women in 
ordained ministry, and even what outward form a church should take. But the basic faith 
and belief system is held in common and it is that commonality, or sense of unity, that 
binds a denomination like the CRCNA. 
In fact, unity based on the faith and beliefs outlined above, is the second part of 
Calvin’s definition of the church. Clowney points out that it is our unity with God that 
																																																													
18 “1976 Form for Profession of Faith,” CRCNA, accessed June 11, 2015, 
http://www.crcna.org/resources/church-resources/liturgical-forms-resources/profession-faith/form-
profession-faith-1976.  
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brings us, God’s people, together.19 In Ephesians 4:3-5 the apostle Paul says, “Make 
every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. There is one body 
and one Spirit, just as you were called to one hope when you were called; one Lord, one 
faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all.” 
Our unity is found in God and manifests itself through our beliefs. This does not mean 
that there will never be conflicts in the body of Christ. The years since the protestant 
Reformation in Europe have seen conflict after conflict and separation of churches has 
become commonplace. The CRCNA is a denomination that has its birth in secession and 
schism. But the task of the individual in the church needs to be a remembrance of unity. 
Calvin points out that this takes place in the best possible way in the partaking of the 
sacraments. 
For churches in the protestant tradition, this unity is displayed through the 
sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper. In baptism in the CRCNA, the community 
comes together to witness an infant receiving a covenant promise from God. Together, 
the congregation answers this question: “Do you promise to instruct this child in the truth 
of God’s Word, in the way of salvation through Jesus Christ; to pray for them, to teach 
them to pray, and to train them in Christ’s way by your example, through worship, and in 
the nurture of the church?”20 Together, the congregation responds for itself and for the 
church universal, “We do, God helping us.” 
																																																													
19 Clowney, The Church, 79. 
 
20 “Form for the Baptism of Children,” CRCNA, accessed June 11, 2015, 
http://www.crcna.org/resources/church-resources/liturgical-forms-resources/baptism-children/service-
baptism-2013.  
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The Lord’s Supper exhibits unity as well. It is taken regularly during public 
worship services by entire congregations. Over the past few years the CRCNA has taken 
steps to include children in the Lord’s Supper as well.21 During the celebration of the 
Lord’s Supper the pastor says to the congregation, “The Lord has prepared his table for 
all who love him and trust in him alone for their salvation. All who are truly sorry for 
their sins, who sincerely believe in the Lord Jesus as their Savior, and who desire to live 
in obedience to him as Lord, are now invited to come with gladness to the table of the 
Lord.”22 
In the sacraments the commonalities that cause unity among Christians are 
highlighted while the issues that cause disunity are not mentioned. It is the task of the 
individual in the church to remember what unites us. That does not mean that 
disagreements are glossed over, but they need not cause disunity. The individual in the 
church needs to be aware of that. 
The third area from Calvin’s definition of a member that needs to be highlighted 
can be defined as living a Christian life. This is a very large and at times nebulous 
concept. For our purposes we will focus on the ideas of Christian actions, Christian 
witness in the world around us, and service through the discovery and use of spiritual 
gifts. 
																																																													
21 Christian Reformed Church in North America, “Children at the Table,” in Agenda for Synod 
2011 (Grand Rapids, MI: Christian Reformed Church in North America, 2011), 577-612. ICRC offers 
yearly classes for exiting second grade students and their parents on the practice of the Lord’s Supper. 
 
22 “Form for the Lord’s Supper,” CRCNA, accessed June 11, 2015, 
http://www.crcna.org/resources/church-resources/liturgical-forms-resources/lords-supper/lords-supper-
1994. 
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Many of Jesus’ parables end with a call to action for those who hear the parable. 
In Luke 10, Jesus tells a shocking parable about a Samaritan who acts with love toward a 
beaten and robbed traveler. At the end of this story Jesus tells his listeners to “go and do 
likewise” (Luke 10:37). In Matthew Jesus tells a rich man to sell everything he has, give 
his money to the poor, and follow Jesus (Matthew 19:21). Time after time Jesus calls his 
followers to drop what they are doing so that they can learn from and follow him. The 
Christian life is one of action and one of becoming more like Jesus every day. 
This is not to say that the Christ-like actions that we are called to do can save or 
redeem the individual in any way. Paul’s gospel of grace alone, emphasized repeatedly 
by theologians during the Protestant Reformation, makes that very clear. We are not 
saved by the works or actions of our Christian life. But the effect that God’s grace has on 
the life of the repentant sinner causes that individual to strive for Christ-likeness in his or 
her actions. 
In many ways, the second area of living the Christian life flows from the first. 
Individual Christians are called to share the faith that they have and the grace that they 
have freely received with those that they meet throughout the course of their life. This is 
called our Christian witness. 
In the New Testament, Peter tells his readers, “Always be prepared to give an 
answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have” (1 Peter 
3:15). Sharing what we know as followers of Christ is an important task of every church 
member. Gaining knowledge and understanding of what one believes and why one 
believes those things is an important part of the Christian life. 
	 68	
Christian witness also flows from the actions described above. Jesus tells his 
disciples that they will know the heart of a person by the fruit they produce (Matthew 
7:15-20). The fruit produced from the life of a follower of Christ are the actions that one 
lives out every day. By those actions the gospel of Jesus is shared daily. St. Francis of 
Assisi is typically associated with the saying, preach the gospel at all times and when 
necessary use words. While this quote has often been misused to excuse Christians from 
speaking about their faith, it should be seen as a mandate to use both words and actions to 
share the story of Jesus Christ at all times.  
The third important part of living a Christ-like life is relying on the Holy Spirit to 
gift us for acts of service. When Jesus left his disciples he promised the gift of the Holy 
Spirit which would equip them for the tasks that lay ahead of them (Acts 1:7-8). That 
same Spirit gifted the early church and gifts us today with talents and passions for 
ministry. In 1 Corinthians 12, Paul describes some of those gifts given to members of the 
body of Christ (1 Corinthians 12:4-11 as well as Romans 12:6-8 and elsewhere in Paul’s 
letters). 
These gifts are given to individuals in the church to be used in the Christ-like life. 
They are to assist with everyday actions and activities and with ministries and missions of 
the church, which we will see in our next section. ICRC has placed an emphasis on 
individual members’ discovering and using their spiritual gifts. Discovering giftedness 
holds an important place in the vision statement of ICRC and a class is held yearly in 
which members are encouraged to discover which gifts the Spirit has given them and how 
they can use those gifts in the church setting. In the CRCNA, middle and high school 
students are encouraged to make a formal public profession of their faith as a step on 
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their faith journey. This process is similar to confirmation in other evangelical traditions. 
As students walk through the profession of faith process they are also trained in a 
discernment process whereby they learn their gifts and how they can use those gifts in the 
body of Christ as well. 
A final example from ICRC: In 2014-15 as the council of elders and deacons 
shifted structures and reduced its members, the old council of twenty-four members 
undertook a discernment process whereby each member of the council was asked to 
identify their gifts and how they saw those gifts fitting in the new structure. At the same 
time the council members were asked to identify the gifts of all other council members 
and to identify where they saw others fitting into the new structure as well. At the end of 
the process it became very clear who was gifted for which position. Those who were 
gifted in specific areas that were needed in the new governing council were encouraged 
to fill those new roles. In reducing the number of elders and deacons from twenty-four to 
nine, fifteen previous members of council were removed from the council structure. 
Almost to a person those fifteen members took up other leadership roles in the church in 
ministries, committees, or in the new shepherding system also brought on by the 
structural change. Each of those who took up new roles on the governing council or in 
other areas of ministry has found great satisfaction in the process and in the result. Those 
results were totally driven by discovering and using giftedness—an essential task of the 
Christ-like life. 
In summary, a person’s relationship to church comes in three main ways. The first 
comes from knowing and understanding the faith they profess. The second comes from 
striving towards unity exemplified in the model of the sacraments. The third comes from 
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living a Christ-like life, which includes actions, witness, and discovering and using 
giftedness. Next I will turn to the relationship between the individual, which has just been 
defined, and the ministries of the church.   
The Relationship between Individuals and Ministries 
 As Edmund Clowney stated, the ministries of the church fall into one of three 
categories. They are either worship, witness, or nurture. For the purposes of this project, I 
will break up the ministry of nurture into two separate areas: shepherding and education 
as defined by the governing structure of ICRC and the teams that govern them. This then 
gives the church four main areas of ministry. The relationship of the individual to these 
ministries is important as I seek to better define church. I will look at two specific areas 
where the individual is involved in the ministries of the church: the role of the individual 
in leading ministries, and the role of the individual as a participant in these ministries. 
 Leadership is a much discussed topic, but can be a difficult thing to define and 
understand. For a while I was part of a group of pastors that read and discussed different 
books together. We read a lot of books on leadership; so many, in fact, that it became 
dizzying to try and figure out which leadership strategy was which and how to use any of 
them. 
Historically in the CRCNA, leadership of any given church rested on the 
shoulders of the council of elders and deacons. Practically however, over the years, the 
pastor was the day to day leader of the church. The pastor would lead worship services, 
meetings, ministries, and classes for youth and adults alike. With the development of 
separate staff positions and the professionalization of areas like children’s ministries, 
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youth ministries, men’s and women’s ministries, and worship ministries, the role of the 
lead or senior pastor took shape. While ministries were run by other staff positions in 
many cases, the lead pastor still led the staff. 
The results of this specialization of ministry have been both positive and negative. 
They have been positive in the fact that people trained for specific tasks have made 
ministries more productive and have been able to reach and grow more people in their 
knowledge of and passion for Jesus Christ. They have been negative in the fact that they 
have limited the areas where members of any given church can use the gifts and talents 
they have been given by the Spirit. 
ICRC had two types of leaders that I could identify when I arrived at the church in 
2008. There were leaders who had been doing ministry for a long time, and there were 
professional leaders. Some of those who had been doing ministry for a long time had 
been in those positions for twenty years or more. This was the case in all four areas of 
ministries identified above (education, shepherding, witness, and worship). While this is 
not inherently bad, one of the downfalls of this model happens when these leaders do 
eventually step down. New leaders are either not adequately trained since no succession 
plan was every initialized, or new leaders would not step into these positions due to the 
immensely large shoes to fill of the previous leader, so to speak. 
The second type of leader was the professional leader. This mostly manifested 
itself in the few staff positions that existed at the time. There were certain tasks that staff 
members carried out that no one else was able to do. In fact, there were certain tasks that 
staff persons carried out that no one else even knew about. While the staff persons did 
their tasks with great skill, problems arose in that no one else could do what they were 
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doing, and when the staff person left no one knew where to start picking up the pieces of 
what needed to be done. 
Rev. Case Admiraal was a prime example of that. He led the council on matters of 
procedure and policy to the point where after his departure there were meetings of the 
council where no one knew what procedures needed to be followed for certain tasks. 
Those procedures all resided with Rev. Admiraal. Six years later ICRC is still working on 
discovering or inventing new policies and procedures. The professional leader also set 
such a lofty precedence to follow that those who came after that leader and tried to do 
what needed to be done often failed due to the expectations of what had been done 
before. 
All of that is to say that the leadership structure of ICRC, among other churches, 
has not allowed the individual gifted member of the church to participate in leadership. 
The results became a void of leadership and a congregation that shied away from 
leadership positions due to expectations and a fear of judgment or failure. There was a 
point in time where, when recruiting for new volunteers for any ministry, ICRC would 
not use the term leader because no one wanted to step into a position with that title. One 
particular Bible study still refuses to appoint a leader, preferring any other name for the 
person who leads them. 
The new expectations of ICRC are such that members must identify and use the 
gifts they have been given by the Spirit in leadership of the four ministry areas. While 
professional staff is still present, the teams that lead each of these four areas are 
comprised of individual lay members who are expected to lead. The professional staff is 
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there as advisor, trainer and overseer so the work actually gets done. The team members 
are those who actually carry out ministry. 
For example, as Pastor of Education and Outreach, I work with the educational 
and evangelistic ministries of the church. However, I do not lead any of those ministries. 
Each of them has a ministry leader and a group of ministry volunteers who teach classes, 
mentor members, plan lessons and activities, and make sure things happen when they 
need to happen. I am a resource person to help whenever needed with whatever is 
needed, but I do not lead any of them on my own. I help set goals and keep other leaders 
accountable and resourced as needed. ICRC feels that this model takes seriously the role 
of the individual in leadership by using their Spirit-given gifts where they fit. 
But the role of the individual goes beyond leading and serving. It also lies in 
participation. A member cannot be expected to grow in knowledge of God and passion 
for Christ if he or she is not participating in some way or another in the ministries of the 
church. Members must be involved in corporate worship, giving glory to God the Father 
regularly. Members must also be involved in ministries of education and nurture, learning 
about who God is in their lives and in the world around them and caring for each other 
while being cared for on a regular basis. And members must be engaged in an outreach 
ministry, sharing their faith and serving others in meaningful ways on a regular basis. 
These are immensely important aspects of being a member of a church and in the 
relationship between the individual and the ministries of a church. 
 Finally, this section must address an alarming trend in the relationship between 
individuals and churches that is rising in North American Christianity. That trend is 
consumerism. When I arrived at ICRC in 2008 a number of students had begun attending 
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youth group in another church during the interim between the previous Pastor of Youth 
and my arrival. A well-meaning parent of one of these youth approached me during my 
first summer and said that her student and a few others were going to try the youth 
ministries at ICRC again the next year. This comment always sat strangely with me as a 
consumeristic idea. It is right up there with church shopping, which is an activity many 
North American Christians participate in regularly. This notion says that the shopper will 
see what one church has to offer before comparing it to what other churches have to 
offer. Only when the shopper has weighed all the benefits and heard the best sales pitch 
will they make their final choice on which church is right for them. 
 This consumeristic notion of the individual has led North American Christianity 
to a very interesting place. This topic will be addressed more when I talk about the 
relationship between churches later in this project. For now, however, it must be noted 
that ministries are not solely about the individual. Worship is not about making a person 
happy; it is about honoring God and placing him at the forefront of the individual’s life. 
Education is not about entertaining an individual; it is about growing in knowledge and 
passion for who Jesus is. Witness is not about notching a save for the good team; it is 
about sharing the love of Jesus with someone who is hurting and has not been introduced 
to a Savior. Individuals serve the body, not the other way around. 
The Relationship between Ministries in the Church 
 In 1989 Stuart Cummings-Bond wrote about the “One-Eared Mickey Mouse” 
model of youth ministry in Youthworker Journal.23 The premise was that many youth 
																																																													
23   Stuart Cummings-Bond, “The One-Eared Mickey Mouse,” Youthworker Journal, 1989, 76-78. 
	 75	
ministries in North American churches operate almost entirely as separate entities from 
the main bodies of churches. It is easy to follow that model for youth ministries and also 
for other ministries of the church. Adult ministries function separately from children’s 
and youth ministries. Worship ministries function separately from outreach ministries. 
Shepherding ministries do not connect with outreach or educational ministries. They all 
act separately from each other, do not communicate about goals or events, and do not 
collaborate on leaders or training of volunteers. This is how many churches function, and 
how ICRC has historically functioned as well.  
 But it is not the ideal way for churches to function. Just as individuals each have 
their place in the larger church body, so each ministry has its place in the larger church 
body. Connecting those ministries to each other in terms of goals, leadership training, and 
events is vital to a church fulfilling its vision. 
 Paul’s description of the body in 1 Corinthians 12 can be applied to ministries just 
as it was applied to individual members of the body. Paul says, “Now if the foot should 
say, ‘Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body,’ it would not for that reason 
stop being part of the body. And if the ear should say, ‘Because I am not an eye, I do not 
belong to the body,’ it would not for that reason stop being part of the body” (1 
Corinthians 12:15-16). If we apply this to ministries in a church, we could imagine a 
youth ministry saying that since it is not an adult Bible study, it does not belong to the 
body. Or imagine children’s Sunday school saying that since it is not an outreach team it 
does not belong to the body. While that sounds absurd, it is exactly the model of 
ministries that many churches have unwittingly adopted, including ICRC. 
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 ICRC has taken some steps to bridge the gaps between ministries. It began with 
admitting that most of its ministries had nothing to do with each other and functioned as 
silos unto themselves. Meetings between ministry leaders and volunteers facilitated by 
the education team allowed these ministry leaders to sit down and share ideas on 
curriculum, best practices for leadership, budget issues including fund raising, and yearly 
ministry goals. Ministry leaders appreciated these meetings very much and began to work 
together on areas of ministry and to support each other in areas of struggle. 
 A second step which ICRC has taken includes ministry teams, like education, 
outreach, and worship, working together with other ministry teams. ICRC has begun to 
realize that an education ministry has outreach, worship, and nurture components to it as 
well. The same is true for ministries in all four ministry areas. This has been an important 
step. 
 A third step which ICRC has begun to take involves multigenerational ministries. 
Silo ministries have a way of separating age groups in a church just as much as they 
separate genders, life stages, or ministry areas. The typical church has ministries for all 
age groups represented in its membership and very little interaction between those age 
groups. Separate worship services for youth and adults and separate Bible studies for all 
ages are typical. While some age separation is perhaps necessary due to different spiritual 
and developmental needs at different times of life, the North American church has taken 
this idea to an extreme never intended by the early church. One of the important markers 
of the Passover feast celebrated by Jesus himself was the integration of generations and 
the learning that can take place in such a setting. 
	 77	
 ICRC has begun to break down these barriers as well. High school and middle 
school students participate in educational opportunities with adult classes on Sunday 
mornings. Students and adults use their gifts and talents together in worship. Young 
married couples play softball against high school students on Sunday evenings. Early 
elementary students participate in the Lord’s Supper along with their parents and the rest 
of the congregation on Sunday mornings. Students are paired with adults as prayer 
partners throughout their high school years. Retired adults share their stories of faith with 
high school students on Sunday nights. Women from the church work on projects with 
elementary school girls on Wednesday nights. Young moms and retired women learn 
from each other during Bible study on Thursday morning. Every ministry is encouraged 
to have an intergenerational component to it. 
 ICRC still has work to do on bridging the gaps between ministries. Some of these 
gaps will be discussed later on in this project. But they have made some positive steps in 
the ways outlined above. Ministries need to work together just like individual members of 
the body in order for the church to be what it was called to be in the world. 
The Relationship between Churches 
 Finally, we come to the relationship between churches. We have already 
discussed the consumerism that is rampant in North American Christianity. The term 
church shopping is a regular activity for someone looking for a new church to attend. 
What it brings up is a mentality in the individual that asks, “What can this church do for 
me?” What it causes between churches is no less than comparison and competition.  
	 78	
 Before the Reformation brought about a multitude of church splits which of 
course led to church options for the individual, the people of a town attended the town 
church. In larger cities neighborhood churches, or parishes, would typically dictate where 
someone went to church. Today people travel long distances to get to the church that suits 
them. As an example, the first church that I served after I graduated from seminary was 
about three miles from my house. Depending on my route, I could pass three other 
CRCNA churches on my drive to my church. That does not count churches of other 
denominations. The multitude of churches and choices both inside and outside of a 
denomination has made a spirit of competition very real in North American church life. 
 Attend any conference as a representative of a certain church and no doubt one of 
the first few questions someone will ask you about your church is how big it is. Shortly 
after you will be asked how many worship services it has, what kinds of programs it 
offers, and what age groups or ethnicities are represented there. All of these questions 
lead to competition between churches, and competition typically leads to frustration, 
anger, envy, and ultimately a loss of joy. What it does not lead to is cooperation and joint 
efforts within the kingdom of God. However, those should be goals when it comes to the 
relationships between churches. 
 Ripon contains three CRCNA churches, as well as a Reformed Church in 
America and a United Reformed Church congregation. There are also about a dozen other 
churches in Ripon, including Methodist, Brethren, Congregational, Assemblies of God, 
and non-denominational churches. This does not bring into account the number of 
churches in the surrounding cities of Manteca and Modesto, or institutions like the 
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Mormon Church. The relationships between these churches vary from church to church 
and over time, sometimes depending on current leaders or clergy. 
 Some of these churches cooperate or work together in certain activities. The 
Ripon Ministerial Association, a group of pastors which meets monthly, typically focuses 
on supporting each other as pastors in ministry as well as planning a few shared events. 
Every spring the churches participate together in an annual citywide service day where 
groups of volunteers get together to work at local schools or city projects. Every August 
the group helps plan a National Night Out event for the city where all residents are 
invited to share a meal, play some games, and get to know each other. A few other shared 
events happen between two or three churches, but for the most part the churches maintain 
separation beyond those events. Each church holds its own Vacation Bible School each 
summer, they each support mission efforts themselves, and they maintain a full schedule 
of programs internally. 
 The CRCNA churches of Ripon fall along those same lines within their 
denomination. There are a few shared activities from time to time, but nothing major or 
long term. ICRC and Almond Valley Christian Reformed Church join together for 
Sunday evening worship services each June through August and the youth ministries of 
each church meet together from time to time for social events. The churches support 
outside ministries together, such as church planters, service organizations for the poor 
and homeless, a retirement home, and Ripon Christian School. None of those outside 
organizations are fully reliant on the churches alone for their support and the church’s 
participation is corporate in that they each support the ministries or organizations 
separately. 
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 What is more typical is comparison and even competition between churches. A 
small but significant amount of members transfer back and forth between the churches, 
depending on leadership or which church has the best of any certain program at a given 
time. Adolescents and adults move from one ministry of a church to another of a different 
church at will. It is not uncommon for a high school student to attend three or four youth 
ministries during their four years of high school, sometimes attending two or more at the 
same time. It is also not uncommon to find a group of adults regularly attending a 
worship service or Bible study at a church where they are not members. The individual 
may see this as simply going where their friends are or going where they best feel 
“fed”—the consumeristic term most typically used by members as to their reason for 
attending a certain ministry. But the leadership of the affected church often takes this 
trend much more personal. 
 Competition arises from these instances. Churches compete for the best worship 
experiences, the best Bible studies, the best mission trips, the best youth ministries, the 
best choirs, and the best children’s ministries. While I believe it is important for 
individual churches to exist and to have quality ministries, it is also very important that 
somehow we overcome this spirit of competition and gain a greater spirit of partnership. 
The events and communications that do occur help to foster that spirit in some ways. In 
order for the churches of Ripon, and ICRC itself, to become what they were created to be 
by God, they will need to overcome competition on a corporate and individual scale and 
realize the goal of partnership in ministry together. 
 In this chapter I have laid out the context of the church community—its members, 
ministries, and relationships with other church communities. These concepts will become 
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important as I lay out a covenantal adoption structure and evaluate that structure at ICRC. 
The next chapter will outline the theologies of covenant and adoption that together 
govern how a church sees and interacts with each other in community. The theologies of 
covenant and adoption will become central to the final conclusions of this project. 
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CHAPTER 4 
THE THEOLOGIES OF COVENANT AND ADOPTION 
Covenant Theology 
 The reformed tradition is rich in language of the biblical covenant.1 At its base a 
covenant is a contract between two parties where each party promises to do something. 
Covenants are usually agreed upon with a handshake, signature, or seal. Covenant 
language abounds in the Old Testament. Even though God made his original covenant 
long ago to Abraham,2 that original covenant still extends to us today. Reformed theology 
picks up on this generational covenant imagery that extends covenants from one 
generation to another. In the reformed tradition, the sacrament of infant baptism is a sign 
of that covenant extending from believers to their children. Even before an infant has any 
knowledge of God and his promises, he or she is included in that covenant promise. Over 
time as a child matures, he or she becomes more and more aware of the implications of 
that covenant as symbolized in their baptism. 
																																																													
1 “Reformed ‘Accent,’” CRCNA, accessed March 10, 2014, 
http://www.crcna.org/welcome/beliefs/reformed-accent. Covenant, along with Sovereignty and Kingdom, 
are keys to the reformed accent that the Christian Reformed Church stresses. 
 
2 In fact, covenant language goes further back than Abraham, as God made covenants with Noah 
and even Adam prior to Abraham’s call. 
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This chapter will first look at the biblical notion of covenant and the historical 
notions of covenant theology that came out of the Reformation. Christian Reformed 
theologians and their concepts of covenant theology will also be discussed, as well as 
Paul’s theology of adoption. I will show how covenant and adoptive theology connect to 
each other and create a mandate for churches like ICRC today. 
The Bible and Covenant 
 The beginning book of the Old Testament, Genesis, can be seen as a history of the 
establishment of the covenant. Genesis 1-11 establishes the need for covenant while 
Genesis 12-50 reveals the formation of the covenant.3 The primary purpose of the 
covenant was not salvation. Abram (Abraham) was called by God as his chosen people. 
As Genesis moves from story to story Abraham and his descendants learn more and more 
about God. They learn about his character–his power, love, justice, and compassion. 
Salvation eventually comes as a result of the covenant through the life, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ. But salvation was not the primary purpose of the covenant. 
 Already in the story of Adam and Eve we see God beginning to form a 
relationship with his people. Before sin entered the world Adam conversed with God in 
the garden (Genesis 2:16-17). God gave Adam responsibility in the garden, as he was 
created in God’s image to continue on the creation and developmental process (Genesis 
1:28-30). Even after Adam and Eve disobeyed God, he continued to provide for their 
needs (Genesis 3:21). Not only is God’s relationship with Adam a beginning of his 
																																																													
3 John H. Walton, Genesis, The NIV Application Commentary, ed. Terry Muck (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Zondervan, 2001), 37. 
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revelation and covenant with humans, it also begins the process of showing need for 
God’s presence in the lives of his people. 
 The story of Noah is also early evidence of God’s covenant. Upon exiting the ark 
Noah built an altar and offered sacrifices to the Lord. The Lord was pleased with the 
sacrifices and promised to never again curse the ground because of humans or destroy all 
living creatures again (Genesis 8:21). In Genesis 9 God expands on the promise that he 
made to Noah by using specific covenant language. God promises to both Noah and to 
“all generations to come” (Genesis 9:12) that he will not destroy the earth again by flood. 
Once again this covenant promise is not one of salvation, but is one where more of God’s 
character is revealed to Noah and his descendants. 
 In Genesis 12 God begins to focus his covenant promise on the family of 
Abraham. He promises to make Abraham into a great nation and to bless him and his 
descendants (Genesis 12:2-3). Over the life of Abraham this covenant is remembered and 
ratified on numerous occasions. Even though Abraham fails over and over again to keep 
his end of the covenant, God always keeps his covenant promise and continually reveals 
himself as God. Abraham often goes against what God says and takes matters into his 
own hands, but God keeps blessing him. After Abraham dies God continues to bless his 
descendants with the same covenant promises that he had made with Abraham. God 
reveals himself to Isaac and Jacob as they follow him and learn more about God in every 
encounter with him. 
 These covenant promises to Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and their descendants run the 
entire length of the Old Testament in the stories of Israel. The people of Israel travel all 
over the then-known world. At times they are free and at other times in their history they 
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are slaves. While in the desert in Exodus God renews his covenant with Israel and 
establishes a system of sacrifices and worship to help them live in a covenantal 
relationship with him. This system proves as impossible for Israel to follow as any other 
stipulation that the covenant had laid upon them. They live under God’s commands for a 
time and then they fall away and are carried away into exile. They fail to keep their part 
of the contract, but God does not forget his part. 
 In Deuteronomy 6:6 the covenant of God and his promises to his people moved 
from an external sign to an internal action of the heart. What this means is fleshed out 
more in Jeremiah 31 as God proposes a new covenant between himself and his people.4 
Israel has utterly failed to keep any part of the old covenant and their chances for doing 
so in the future do not look any better.5 But instead of relying on Israel to follow the 
covenant commands that God so carefully laid out, God himself makes it possible for 
Israel to be obedient to him. Instead of the laws of God being carved in stone, they would 
be written on the people’s hearts; that is, the will of God would become internalized. 
However, these hints at a new or reworked covenant are to be taken, the themes are 
picked up in the New Testament by Jesus. 
 In Luke 22 as Jesus is celebrating the Last Supper with his disciples, he calls the 
cup “the new covenant in my blood” (Luke 22:20).6 As stated previously, the primary 
purpose of the covenant as given in Genesis, especially to Abraham and his descendants, 
																																																													
4 Whether this is a new covenant or simply a reworking of the original covenant is debated.  
 
5 J. A. Thompson, The Book of Jeremiah, The New International Commentary on the Old 
Testament, ed. Robert L. Hubbard, Jr. (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
1980), 580. 
 
6 The apostle Paul uses this same language when he talks of the Lord’s Supper in 1 Corinthians 
11:25. 
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was not salvation but revelation. However, when this covenant is reworked or made new 
in Jeremiah and in the gospels by Jesus himself, salvation becomes the central theme. 
Throughout the progression of revelation in the Old and New Testament the focus of the 
covenant changes from revelation to salvation even while the scope of the covenant 
broadens from Abraham and his descendants to the entire human race.7  
 As the covenant shifts from revelation to salvation in its scope and from the Jews 
to the entire world, one very important aspect does not change. That is the generational 
nature of the covenant. Jesus himself does not shy away from future generations 
(Matthew 19:13-15). Peter visits the home of Cornelius where he and all of his family are 
believers in the Lord and are baptized (Acts 10). Paul and Silas are taken from prison by 
their guard who believes in Jesus and is baptized with his entire family (Acts 16). This 
covenant with God, whether revelatory or soteriological, is passed from generation to  
generation. Again, Peter preaches at Pentecost that the promises of Jesus Christ are “for 
you and your children and for all who are far off” (Acts 2:39).8 
 This is but a brief look at the biblical concept and history of covenant. It will 
suffice for our discussion here with two specific emphases. First, the covenant is as much 
about revelation of who God is as it is about salvation through Jesus Christ. While Christ 
and his salvation is the ultimate revelation of who God is, it was a much later part of the 
																																																													
 7 The final commission of Jesus’ disciples in Matthew 28 makes it very clear that Christ did not 
just come for Israel and the Jews, but for everyone. The story of the early church makes the same assertion; 
salvation may have come through the Jews and even first to the Jews, but it was not limited there. 
 
8 F. F. Bruce, The Book of Acts, The New International Commentary on the New Testament, ed. 
Gordon D. Fee (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1988), 71. Both distance 
and time are indicated here as the promises of the Lord are extended to future generations in time as well as 
to those who are far off in location and nationality. This is further evidence of the expansion of the 
covenant promises. 
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revelation that was begun with Abraham. Knowing who God is and what his character is 
all about is what was important for Abraham and his immediate descendants to know 
through the covenant.  
Secondly, we must note the generational nature of the covenant. It was not a 
promise simply made to Abraham that ceased to exist once he died. It was not even a set 
of promises that was only for Israel.9 It is for all future generations, no matter what time 
or location or nationality. When it comes to considering intergenerational church ministry 
in our modern context, the reality of the covenant is really quite striking. 
Historical Covenant Theology 
 Covenant theology existed before the Reformation in Europe in the 16th century, 
but the early reformers picked up on the idea of covenant and developed it throughout the 
generations. John Calvin was a covenant theologian.10 Although he did not develop the 
idea fully, he laid the groundwork for later theologians to build on. His early writings 
mention covenant briefly, but his later revisions draw heavily on the concept.  
John Calvin and the Covenant 
 Calvin saw all biblical covenants as conditional and two-sided. In covenants God 
gave commands that were to be followed and promises that he would keep. In biblical 
covenants God was the sovereign party (the suzerain) while humans were the secondary 
party. Only by the graciousness of the sovereign party could the secondary party keep the 
																																																													
9 Walton, Genesis, 403. An essential part of the covenant was not only the blessings that Abraham 
and his descendants (Israel) would receive, but also that they would bless others and be conduits through 
which God would bless others in the future. 
 
10 W. Gary Crampton, “What Calvin Says,” The Council of Chalcedon, April 1991, accessed 
March 17, 2014, http://chalcedon.org/docs/counselpdf/1991_3%20What%20Calvin%20Says%20About% 
20the%20Covenant.pdf.   
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conditions of the covenant.11 Only through the covenant would humans have any 
relationship with the creator God. 
 Calvin says that the covenant is essential in order for us to understand salvation, 
Christian living, the church, the sacraments, and God’s revelation to his people in both 
the Old and New Testaments. As such, even though the scriptures identify an original 
covenant and a new covenant, there are not two covenants, but a progression and 
reclassification of the one and only covenant between God and his people. Certain 
covenant promises and signs were present to Adam and Noah, but the covenant became 
fully defined to Abraham and his descendants. The covenant flowed from there through 
history, reaching its climax in Jesus Christ while still remaining totally relevant today. 
Calvin says, “Indeed, it is most evident that the covenant which the Lord once made with 
Abraham is no less in force today for Christians than it was of old for the Jewish 
people.”12 
 For Calvin, the idea that there is only one covenant does not mean that there is no 
distinction between different manifestations of that covenant. The covenant of the Old 
Testament promises to God’s people what the covenant in the New Testament offers in 
Christ. The sacraments point to the God of the covenant in both the Old and New 
Testaments and the Holy Spirit is present in the revelation to believers and non-believers 
																																																													
11 Crampton, “What Calvin Says.” This idea is more obvious in the Greek translations of scripture 
that use diatheke as the word for covenant as opposed to suntheke. A diatheke covenant involves two 
parties where one party is sovereign and lays out conditions for the covenant while a suntheke covenant is 
between two equal parties. 
 
12 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. Ford Lewis Battles, ed. John T. McNeill, 
(Philadelphia, PA: The Westminster Press, 1960), 1328. 
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alike in both manifestations of the covenant.13 In a real way the old covenant promised to 
Abraham is confirmed and ratified by the promises of Jeremiah 31, as it is written on the 
hearts of God’s people. 
 Many other early reformers continued where Calvin left off in the development of 
the reformed notion of covenant theology. Much has been written about different views 
and developments. Some names of note are Heinrich Bullinger, Kasper Oleniavus, 
Abraham Kuyper, and Herman Bavinck. This project will not focus on these theologians, 
but will look at some of what theologian Louis Berkhof says about the covenant as he 
summarizes some of these earlier theologians.  
Louis Berkhof and the Covenant14 
 Louis Berkhof was a Dutch-American reformed theologian and professor of 
Biblical Studies and Systematic Theology at Calvin Theological Seminary from 1906-
1944. He was president of Calvin Theological Seminary from 1931-1944. In his writing 
on covenant, he distinguishes between the covenant of redemption and the covenant of 
grace, but he does not see these two as separate covenants. Instead, they are distinct 
manifestations of the same covenant. He characterizes the covenant of grace as an 
agreement made between God and humans. This covenant originated with God and was 
in place far before it became formalized to Noah and Abraham and their descendants. 
God is the far greater party in this covenant, but he graciously enters into this covenant 
with humanity. Even so, the only way for humans to keep their part of this covenant is 
																																																													
13 Crampton, “What Calvin Says.”  
 
14 The information in this section was gathered from Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology, (Grand 
Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1996), Part 2 – The Doctrine of Man in Relation 
to God, Section 3 – Nature of the Covenant of Grace (unless otherwise noted). 
	 90	
through the regenerating and sanctifying influence of the Holy Spirit. Grace is the only 
way that humans can keep this covenant, and grace is also the overall benefit of the 
covenant. 
 For Berkhof the primary result of the covenant of redemption was salvation–or 
the knowledge of and possibility of salvation–for humans who entered into the covenant 
with God. As it is impossible for humans to fulfill their covenant obligations on their 
own, Jesus Christ takes humanity’s place in the covenant and fulfills the responsibilities 
laid out for humans. Christ fulfilled the responsibilities and requirements of the covenant 
by taking on human nature and form. Christ also had to place himself under the law of 
God so that he could pay the full price of what the law demanded for disobedience. After 
Christ merited forgiveness of sins he finally had to apply that forgiveness to the human 
race of which he was a part. 
 In turn, God promised to provide for Christ everything that he needed to fulfill the 
obligation that was upon him. God would enable him to overcome death and reward him 
with the gift of the Holy Spirit which would be passed on to all of those for whom Christ 
overcame death. In the end “all power in heaven and on earth” (Matthew 28:18) would be 
given to Christ to give to his church to continue the task that was laid out before them, 
namely the government of the world. 
 The covenant of grace and the covenant of redemption become one in the fact that 
the covenant of redemption is the foundation for the covenant of grace. The covenant of 
redemption, which God initiates and Christ fulfills, becomes the footing for the covenant 
of grace. In the covenant of grace all three persons of the triune God have their part in its 
initiation. Humanity, through the redemption of Christ, fulfills the covenant of grace.  
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 Finally, Berkhof looks at what he calls the various dispensations (or revelations) 
of the covenant. While he distinguishes between the covenant as it is revealed in both the 
Old and New Testaments, he does not see these as two separate covenants, but as 
different manifestations of the same covenant between God and his people. The covenant 
developed as it was revealed to Noah, Abraham, and Israel at Sinai. In the New 
Testament the covenant becomes universal as opposed to the particular nature of the 
covenant as it was revealed to Abraham and Israel at Sinai. The particular nature of the 
covenant with Abraham and Israel was for a specific purpose and was not intended to be 
permanent. Abraham himself was blessed to be a blessing, and through him all other 
nations on the earth would be blessed. Israel forgot that part of the covenant over time, 
but it was restated very plainly in the New Testament with the ministry of the early 
church to the Gentiles. The New Testament covenant places greater emphasis on grace, 
as God freely gives out what he demands in the covenant. The New Testament also 
focuses much more on the blessings of the covenant as Christ is made flesh and as the 
Holy Spirit is poured out on the church. 
 This is a very broad look at Berkhof’s view on the covenant, and also summarizes 
the views of many other reformed theologians over history. While it does not speak 
directly to the topic at hand, it does provide background on the covenant, which will 
become more important as this project moves forward to see how other Christian 
Reformed theologians have viewed the covenant, especially as it relates to the church and 
its mission today.  
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Other Christian Reformed Church Theologians on Covenant Theology 
 It could be said that the doctrine of the covenant of grace is one of the distinctive 
teachings of the Christian Reformed denomination. Its understanding is central to the 
Christian Reformed church’s understanding of church, the sacraments, the family, 
Christian living, and Christian education.15 The doctrine of covenant theology can be 
found in many of the historical confessions of the church, especially as it relates to 
infants and baptism. Article 34 of the Belgic Confession affirms that infants of believers  
should be baptized and sealed with the sign of the covenant.16 Question 74 of the 
Heidelberg Catechism asks, “Should infants also be baptized?” It answers “Yes. Infants 
as well as adults are included in God’s covenant and people, and they, no less than adults, 
are promised deliverance from sin through Christ’s blood and the Holy Spirit who 
produces faith. Therefore, by baptism, the sign of the covenant, they too should be 
incorporated into the Christian church.”17 
 Geerhardus Vos was Professor of Systematic Theology at Calvin Theological 
Seminary and set forth his teachings on Covenant Theology in his Dogmatiek in 1888 and 
1893. Vos outlined not only a covenant of grace but also a covenant of redemption and a 
covenant of works–fairly reminiscent to the work of Berkhof discussed earlier. As far as 
the covenant of grace is concerned, Vos sees God as the initiator of the covenant while 
																																																													
15 Anthony A. Hoekema, “The Christian Reformed Church and the Covenant,” in Perspectives on 
the Christian Reformed Church: Studies in Its History, Theology, and Ecumenicity, edited by Peter De 
Klerk and Richard R. De Ridder (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1983), 185. 
 
16 Belgic Confession, Ecumenical Creeds and Reformed Confessions (Grand Rapids, MI: Faith 
Alive, 1987). 
 
17 Heidelberg Catechism, Ecumenical Creeds and Reformed Confessions (Grand Rapids, MI: Faith 
Alive, 1987). 
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humanity is the recipient of the covenant as faithful and obedient covenant partners.18 
Vos sees the blessings of the covenant as conditional only upon the faith of the recipients. 
 Vos noted what he saw as a dual aspect of the covenant. This dual aspect involves 
membership in the covenant. In one sense membership in the covenant seems to be 
restricted to the elect whom God has chosen to be saved, since only the elect enjoy the 
fullness of fellowship with God which is at the heart of the covenant promises and 
blessings. However, in another sense, membership in the covenant is extended to more 
than the elect, since some members of the covenant (baptized infants who never come to 
a full saving knowledge of Christ) never arrive at that true covenant fellowship. 
 To solve this issue, Vos proposes to distinguish between two aspects of the 
covenant. He saw the covenant as distinguishing between relationship and fellowship. 
The relationship of the covenant is simply the bond between two parties with conditions 
on both sides. It exists even though nothing has been done to realize it. Stipulations of the 
covenant are there and both parties are in the covenant, but it only exists as it ought to be 
and yet not in reality. The second aspect of the covenant is defined as fellowship. In this 
sense the covenant concerns not just what ought to be, but what in reality actually is. In 
this dual aspect of the covenant every covenant looks forward from what ought to be to 
what in actuality is: it looks to move from covenant in relationship to covenant in 
fellowship. Another way to state the same distinction is that an individual is at first under 
																																																													
18 Hoekema, “The Christian Reformed Church and the Covenant,” 187. 
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the covenant with its promises and requirements and then moves into the blessings of the 
covenant.19 
 This look at the dual aspects of the covenant is essential to our discussion. In this 
scenario a child who is under the covenant at birth needs to be led into the full fellowship 
of the covenant as he or she matures. How this is done is the work of the church and the 
family, and thus becomes the central component of a social capital model for churches 
that will be discussed later. It also does full justice to the sovereignty of God and the 
responsibility of man in the covenant.20  
 James Smith, in Letters to a Young Calvinist, explains this idea of covenant as 
relationship and fellowship. On our own we can never move our part of this covenant 
from relationship to fellowship.  
When through the covenants (with Adam and Eve, with Noah, with Abraham, 
with Israel) we show ourselves continually unable to keep up our end of the 
bargain, prone to wandering eyes and hearts like Gomer (Hosea 1:2-2:1) God 
finally makes a promise that ends all promises: he promises not only to stipulate 
the conditions of the covenant but also to provide the power to keep the covenant 
(Jeremiah 31).21  
The promises that God makes and fulfills both for himself and for us add to the 
importance of educating our children not only in the promises that we make but also in 
the promises that God makes and keeps for both parties in the covenant. 
 Christian Reformed theologian and author Menno Bosma takes a position similar 
to that of Vos. He distinguishes between an outward and an inward side of the covenant 
																																																													
19 Hoekema, “The Christian Reformed Church and the Covenant,” 188. 
 
20 Ibid., 189. 
 
21 James K. A. Smith, Letters to a Young Calvinist: An Invitation to the Reformed Tradition 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2010), 73. 
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as either a judicial relationship or a vital and living relationship.22 Bosma asserts that all 
children of believers are in the covenant of grace in some sense. He calls this grouping of 
believers “the circle of the covenant.” Only God can cause humans to believe, but 
humans are not called to be passive in this covenant. Children of the covenant must turn 
to God in faith, trusting that God will enable that very faith within them. 
 Bosma talks about the results of believing the doctrine of the covenant, some of 
which are important for us in our discussion. Bosma asserts that we must seek to live as 
partners with God in every area of life. In order to understand this and to act on this 
understanding it becomes necessary to train children in the home, the church, and the 
school. This is the foundation for the three areas of influence in which the Christian 
Reformed Church has been intimately involved for years. While modern culture has 
made these three areas less influential23 they are nonetheless foundational to the Christian 
Reformed understanding of the covenant. 
 George Hylkema, a minister in the Christian Reformed Church, wrote The 
Covenant of Grace in 1932 and proposed the idea that the doctrine of the covenant binds 
people together for the achievement of a common purpose. For Hylkema the primary idea 
of the covenant was not a means of bringing about salvation, but instead a means of 
answering the question, “How does God propose to use his saved people?”24 This new 
																																																													
 22 Hoekema, “The Christian Reformed Church and the Covenant,” 189. 
 
23 Walt Mueller, Youth Culture 101 (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2007), 49. Modern influences 
of media and peers have overtaken family, schools, and churches as the most influential groups on 
adolescents today. 
 
24 Hoekema, “The Christian Reformed Church and the Covenant,” 197. 
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look at the covenant takes the partnership responsibility of the covenant seriously as it 
asks how humanity, with God’s grace, partners with God for his purposes in his creation. 
 Andrew Kuyvenhoven, a minister in the Christian Reformed Church, preserves 
the unity of the covenant throughout scripture even though he sees differences in how it 
is communicated throughout history.25 Specifically the covenant is communicated in the 
New Testament through the forgiveness of sins through the blood of Christ and the 
bestowal of God’s Spirit enabling humanity to live in obedience to God’s will. According 
to Kuyvenhoven, membership in the covenant has many implications for the Christian 
life. The blessings enjoyed in the covenant are to be shared with all of humanity. 
Christians must be present in the world as witnesses and testimonies of God’s blessings 
through prayer and preaching. Physical separation from the world for Christians is not an 
option, as it is not what is required in the covenant. 
 The idea of covenant theology has faded from Christian Reformed Church 
theology over time. In 1980, Fred Klooster, former Professor of Systematic Theology at 
Calvin Theological Seminary, pleaded with Christian Reformed theologians to re-enter 
the conversation. He said that “the present situation certainly calls for increased attention 
to the covenant teachings of scripture. Every generation needs to be instructed and 
nurtured anew.”26 He asks the home, church, and schools to come together to emphasize 
the doctrine of the covenant in scripture. He concludes his argument by saying, “The 
intimate relations of the covenant, church, and kingdom need to be grasped. God’s 
																																																													
25 Hoekema, “The Christian Reformed Church and the Covenant,” 198. 
	
26 Fred H. Klooster, “Covenant Theology Today,” The Messenger, January, 1980, 8. 
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covenants were not ends in themselves; they were means for restoring the kingdom in a 
fallen world and for nurturing subjects of the Great King.”27 
 Anthony Hoekema, former Professor of Systematic Theology at Calvin 
Theological Seminary, says of the importance of covenant theology, “Though the gospel 
comes first of all to a person as an individual, it comes to him or her within the matrix of 
the covenant community, and impresses on each covenant member his or her obligations 
not only toward other members of that community but also toward those who are outside 
that community.”28  
This discussion on covenant theology is at the center of the argument of this 
project. Remembering the covenant promises and responsibilities in the body of a church 
like ICRC helps us to fulfill our calling as the people of God. The covenantal movement 
from relationship to fellowship as Vos outlined is at the core of what it means to be a 
church. This movement must involve generations working together and learning from 
each other. This will be an important marker to remember as we move forward in this 
project. 
A Theology of Adoption 
 When Pastor Ken Boonstra baptizes someone at ICRC, he ends the liturgical 
element of the baptism with the statement, “You are a child of God.” While this may not 
be that unusual of a phrase, the significance of it is often overlooked. We know what it 
means to be a child. My children live with me, look similar to me, love me, and share in 
																																																													
 
27 Klooster, “Covenant Theology Today,” 9. 
 
28 Hoekema, “The Christian Reformed Church and the Covenant,” 200. 
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my life in every way. I take care of them, provide for their needs, play with them, laugh 
with them, discipline them when necessary, teach them, and love them at all times. While 
being a child of God may not mean all of those things exactly, it does have similar 
connotations.  
 The apostle Paul uses the metaphor of adoption to explain the relationship that 
Christians have with God. In our culture adoption typically refers to the taking on or 
assuming full and legal parental responsibilities by non-biological parents of a child. Paul 
is the only New Testament author to use this metaphor, but he uses it five times in three 
different letters to explain this relationship. He uses the term once each in Galatians (4:5) 
and Ephesians (1:5) and three times in Romans (8:15, 8:23, and 9:4). The idea of 
adoption is not a Jewish one29 and the term that Paul uses—ten huiothesian—is not found 
anywhere else in the New Testament or in Hebrew literature of the time period.30 It is a 
uniquely Greek term and Roman concept that Paul is borrowing to explain the 
relationship between God and his people.31 
 That being said, given that Paul uses the term and concept in three of his letters 
without detailed explanation gives us a clue that his readers in all three locations would 
have known what was meant by the term adoption.32 Richard Longenecker details four 
																																																													
29 James D. G. Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle (Grand Rapids, MI: William B Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 1998), 436 
 
30 Richard N. Longenecker, “The Metaphor of Adoption in Paul’s Letters,” The Covenant 
Quarterly 72 no 3 and 4 (Aug - Nov 2014): 71. 
 
31 A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament (New York, NY: Harper and Brothers 
Publishers, 1931). 
 
32 Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle, 436. 
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features of the Roman law of adoption that are relevant to Paul’s usage of the term and 
would have been understood by his readers: 
(1) that an adopted son was taken out of his previous situation and placed in an 
entirely new relationship to his new adopting father, who became his new 
paterfamilias; (2) that an adopted son started a new life as part of his new family, 
with all of his old relationships and obligations cancelled; (3) that an adopted son 
was considered no less important than any other biologically born son in his 
adopting fathers family; and, (4) that an adopted son experienced a changed 
status, with his old name set aside and a new name given him by his adopting 
father.33 
 
These four distinctions of the Greek laws of adoption echo Paul’s discussions in Romans 
and elsewhere of redemption in Christ of God’s people. What is to be understood by the 
term adoption is a total life transformation where everything from the past is erased or 
made new. Name, relationships, obligations, status, and debts are taken away and a new 
family, status, and relationship are put in their place. This concept sounds very much like 
other language that Paul uses in his letters when he talks about putting of the old self and 
putting on something new (Ephesians 4:22-24).  
 While the term adoption itself is not of Jewish origins, the concept is not 
unfamiliar to the Jewish reader. Numerous times in the Old Testament the Hebrew nation 
is called God’s son.34 At the beginning of the exodus narrative God instructs Moses to tell 
Pharaoh that “Israel is my firstborn son” (Exodus 4:22). Similarly, in Jeremiah 31, God 
says, “I am Israel’s father, and Ephraim is my firstborn son” (Jeremiah 31:9). Israel’s 
status as God’s child easily translates into the New Testament context of the followers of 
																																																													
 33 Longenecker, “The Metaphor of Adoption in Paul’s Letters.” 72. 
 
34 Douglas Moo, The Epistle to the Romans, New International Commentary on the New 
Testament, ed. Gordon D. Fee (Grand Rapids, MI: William B Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1996), 497. 
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Christ being the children of God. In fact, Paul says that our status as children of God 
makes us co-heirs with Christ. 
 Paul also says that is it by the Spirit of God that we are children of God. This 
spirit of adoption, as Calvin calls it,35 is opposed to the spirit of bondage which was 
received through the law. This Spirit of adoption is what changes our status in God from 
that of a slave under the law to that of a child of God, through the Spirit, as co-heirs with 
Christ. The Trinitarian nature of this adoption becomes very clear in Romans 8 and 
echoes the Trinitarian nature of the church as a people of God, an assembly and body of 
Christ, and a fellowship of the Holy Spirit.36 
 What this ends up looking like may be best summed up in the parable of the 
prodigal recorded in Luke 15. While the son/father relationship in this story is of a 
biological nature, the son’s actions have taken away all biological status that he once held 
as heir to his father. The son squanders his father’s wealth until he has no choice but to 
return to his father as a servant. While the son deserves the status of servant at best his 
father lavishes on him the status of biological son and heir once again, despite his 
previous actions. In essence, the son is adopted by the father with all of the status and 
privilege of an heir. His name is renewed and his past actions are erased. 
 The picture of the adopted child of God is now how we are to see followers of 
Christ. The implications for the church today are great. First, we need to see ourselves as 
adopted children of God with all the privileges that go with it. Second, we need to see 
each other in the same way. No matter our age or status, all members of the body of 
																																																													
 35 John Calvin, Commentaries on the Epistle of Paul the Apostle to the Romans, trans. by Rev. 
John Owen (Grand Rapids, MI: William B Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1959), 296. 
 
36 Clowney, The Church, 28.	
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Christ are adopted children of God. This drastically changes how we see each other in the 
church today. It gives importance to every category of people and ministry. None 
becomes more important than the other, and all are included. We are all adopted children 
of God and therefore hold the status as adopted siblings in the body of Christ. Third, this 
picture even needs to change how we see those outside of the church. If we were once on 
the outside as servants as well, but are now adopted as children of God, it stands to 
reason that this changed status is available for everyone. This must change how the 
church ministers to those inside and outside of the church 
The Connection between Covenant and Adoption 
 The theologies of covenant and adoption are very similar in their applied 
outcomes. Covenant underlies the importance of movement from relationship to 
fellowship. Being in the covenant is only the first step. One also needs to understand 
what it means to be included in the covenant and the promises that the covenant makes. 
Older generations must work with younger generations to see that this movement is made 
and the covenant as a whole is fulfilled. 
 This movement of covenant is where adoption comes in. In adoption all members 
of a church community are seen as important siblings in the family of God. When all 
members are seen as important siblings then whatever is needed to ensure the movement 
from relationship to fellowship in the covenant will be done. There is no other alternative. 
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CHAPTER 5 
STAGES OF DEVELOPMENT 
 After worship time on any given Sunday at ICRC nine decades of people enjoy 
cookies, lemonade, coffee, and fellowship. Infants are picked up from nursery by their 
young parents who gather in the courtyard to talk. Children are the first ones out of the 
sanctuary and in line for refreshments in the social hall. Teenagers gather in small circles 
in the back of church and discuss their weekends. College students and those in their 
early twenties gather near the stairs before they leave for the parking lot. Middle age 
couples and parents gather in the social hall or by the steps to the parking lot to keep one 
eye on their children running in and out while retired people mingle in the back of the 
sanctuary or sit at tables in the social hall. All of this takes place every week in mostly 
the same pattern in the few minutes following the morning worship service. 
 While these rituals are not unique to ICRC, they do show a few things about the 
makeup of the church. ICRC is a multigenerational community of believers. While some 
generations are more prominent than others, every age from zero through ninety is 
represented on a given Sunday morning. They all have their place, their ministries, their 
fit, and their rituals. But while every generation is present, they are not all connected to 
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each other. Seldom do these generations mix in meaningful ways during this weekly 
ritual of fellowship; a pattern that carries over throughout the rest of the week and life of 
ICRC.  
 But this may not necessarily be a negative characteristic. After all, generations are 
different. They have different preferences, behaviors, activities and conversations. They 
learn in different ways and communicate differently. Perhaps their separation is not only 
inevitable, but realistic. 
 I would argue against that, however. Some overlap is important and even 
mandatory for ICRC to become a true intergenerational covenant community. In order to 
fulfill this mandate something must be known about each of these separate life stages. 
This chapter will lay some of the groundwork for that knowledge by briefly examining 
some of the age groups or generations present at ICRC. As each age from childhood 
through adulthood is examined, the goal is to get to know how people of different ages 
act and learn and what they need in order to be a part of a covenant community. 
Childhood 
 The stage of childhood spans roughly eleven years from birth through puberty. In 
Erik Erikson’s description of the various stages of human development,1 four of his eight 
stages occur during the childhood years. During the stages of infancy, early childhood, 
play age, and school age a child navigates issues of trust, autonomy, initiative, and 
industry. The main influencers on a child’s life begin as his or her mother and then 
extend to parents, immediate family, and finally school and neighborhood in the final 
																																																													
1 Erik H. Erikson, The Life Cycle Completed (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 1982), 56-
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stage of childhood.2 How a child is dealt with and interacts with his or her parents plays a 
major role in development during the childhood years. 
 During childhood a person is constantly learning. The brain is developing new 
synaptic connections at incredible rates.3 Children learn through interactions with others. 
Parents are the primary influencers, but siblings, friends, and other adults like teachers 
have major roles to play in the development of children as well. Children learn how to 
deal with new emotions by watching others around them. Children also learn from doing. 
New experiences happen regularly and children learn about themselves and the world 
around them through their actions. 
 One of the most important steps of childhood is what child development theorist 
Margaret Mahler calls the psychological birth of the individual. During childhood a 
person begins to realize that they are an individual separate from others. This 
individuation becomes increasingly important as a child grows and learns and enters the 
next stages of life, when more individuation will need to take place. In fact, many of the 
processes that are later developed in adolescence and adulthood begin in childhood. 
 In childhood, spiritual faith develops along the same lines. Faith moves from 
being something that is handed down from parents and believed because there is nothing 
else presented, to concrete sets of ideas and stories that are taken as real. The child’s 
mind is unable to truly understand abstract concepts like symbolism and metaphor. The 
important parts of faith that are communicated during this time period are concrete ideas. 
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Westminster John Knox Press, 2008), xxiv. 
 
3 Dan Siegel, “The Whole Brain Child,” Mindsight Digital Journal no. 3 (October 2013). 
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Memorization becomes important as a basis for future learning and abstract ideas that 
will be presented during the next stage of adolescence.  
 In short, the phase of childhood is filled with learning and development. Future 
patterns are set in motion during this phase and groundwork is laid throughout. The 
future learning and development that happens can easily be short-circuited if some of the 
groundwork does not happen during the childhood phase. In essence, childhood as a life 
phase sets the stage for what comes next. If it is appropriately navigated, a child will have 
the skills and tools needed to complete the next phase. If it is not appropriately navigated, 
a responsibility that lies on parents and community even more so than on the child 
himself, the next phase will be much more difficult.4 
Adolescence 
There is much debate about when adolescence was first identified as a life stage. 
Marcel Danesi points all the way back to the 1700s BC when Herodotus retold the story 
of a father complaining about his son’s insolent and indifferent behavior.5 Others point to 
Aristotle’s description of youth as being “…passionate, irascible, and apt to be carried 
away by their impulses”6 and say that youth have always been “free, unencumbered, 
																																																													
4 Chap Clark, “The Changing Face of Adolescence: A Theological View of Human 
Development,” in Starting Right, ed. Kenda Creasy Dean, Chap Clark, and Dean Rahn, (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan Publishing House, 2001), 41. 
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Review 29, no. 2 (Winter 2002), http://scholar.lib.vt.edu/ejournals/ALAN/v29n2/hamilton.html (accessed 
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6 Chap Clark, “The Changing Face of Adolescence: A Theological View of Human 
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wild, passionate, and disrespectful of those who have come before them.”7 During the 
Middle Ages, when children began to work in trades at younger and younger ages, the 
distinction between youth and adults was all but lost as children were treated as “little 
adults.”8 This view lasted until Jean Jacques Rousseau commented in the eighteenth 
century that “treating children like little adults is potentially harmful.”9 Both Aristotle 
and Rousseau began separating life into stages. They saw something important about the 
stage of youth and noted that puberty was an important life stage marker. 
 In the eighteenth century youth were often rushed from childhood straight into 
adulthood, either as a member of the workforce or as learners through higher education. 
In the nineteenth century, however, things began to change. Compulsory education, labor 
laws, urban growth, and increased life spans created the foundation for what we know 
today as adolescence.10 While all of this laid the groundwork for our current 
understanding of adolescence, the idea of adolescence itself as a separate life stage is a 
product of the twentieth century. 
 G. Stanley Hall published his work Adolescence in 1904, in which he argued that 
adolescence was a phase of late childhood and not a phase of adulthood.11 He picked up 
Rousseau’s argument against adolescents as “little adults,” and instead labeled them as 
																																																													
7 Clark, “The Changing Face of Adolescence,” 41. 
8 Eastwood Atwater, Adolescence (Cornell University, NY: Prentice Hall, 1996), 8. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid., 11. 
11 Clark, “The Changing Face of Adolescence,” 44. 
	 107	
older children in a prolonged state of childhood.12 By the beginning of the twentieth 
century adolescence was generally accepted as a sociological reality, even though 
agreement that it was a legitimate psychological phase of life would not come until the 
1960s.13 Erikson includes the life stage of adolescence as a separate stage in his human 
development theory. Perhaps even more important from Erikson is the fact that he 
identifies identity formation as the struggle of adolescence.   
 The exact time when adolescence was identified as a life stage is important 
background information to this discussion. What is even more important, however, is its 
existence in psychology, biology, and culture. The argument has typically been that 
adolescence begins in biology and ends in culture.14 
 Typically adolescence is marked by the beginning of puberty. The signs of 
puberty in girls are easier to identify than they are in boys. What is generally accepted is 
that the average age of the onset of puberty in both boys and girls has dropped over the 
last century.15 Multiple reports state that the onset of puberty (traditionally marked by the 
beginning of menarche in girls) has dropped from age fourteen-and-a-half in the early 
twentieth century to eleven today. Some studies drop this age even lower for different 
ethnic groups. A Time Magazine article published in October of 2000 highlighted girls 
who began developing breasts and pubic hair as early as age four. The article quotes Dr. 
Michael Freemark, chief of pediatric endocrinology at Duke University Medical Center 
																																																													
12 Clark, “The Changing Face of Adolescence,” 44. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid., 45. 
15 Ibid., 45-46. 
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in Durham, North Carolina, as saying, “Young girls [in the 5-to-10-year-old range] with 
breasts or pubic hair—we encounter this every day we're in clinic."16 
 Why this change in the timing and onset of puberty? There are many theories, but 
few solid answers. Some theorists say that chemicals in our water, air, or food are to 
blame.17 Others point to better nutrition and a healthier general population as the cause.18 
Still other studies point to the childhood obesity epidemic that America faces as the cause 
for the earlier onset of puberty in girls.19 
 Whatever the cause is, the reality is that our youth are entering the stage of early 
adolescence earlier than they have in the past. This has been proven biologically. Along 
with these biological changes come psychological changes as well. The physical onset of 
puberty marked by outward characteristics is matched by the changing inward 
characteristics of brain function and emotions. Early adolescents are asking questions of 
identity and formation at younger and younger ages. The results of the biological and 
cognitive changes in early adolescents can also bring about mental changes. Depression 
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Interestingly enough it appears that obesity in boys has the opposite effect and delays the onset of puberty, 
confusing the issue even more.  
	 109	
is more likely in early-maturing boys and girls, even though the length of these 
depressive symptoms varies.20 
There are also significant social changes in the lives of early adolescent students. 
Relationships to peers and families change during these times. In addition, there are 
considerable educational changes. They are no longer elementary students, but are in 
middle school. They no longer have one teacher for the entire school day; instead 
students rotate from class to class with more specialized teachers who have less time to 
get to know them as individuals. 
 While adolescence may not begin in culture, early adolescents are certainly 
influenced by culture. Messages about human sexuality and other formerly adult choices 
are pervasive in television shows, movies, music and advertisements that bombard 
today’s youth.21 A fifteen-year-old today is developmentally equivalent to a seventeen-
year old-from just twenty-five years ago. 
 These combined truths of the earlier onset of adolescence in biology and culture 
must be looked at jointly. Puberty is beginning earlier for today’s youth than it did fifty 
years ago and much earlier than it did a century ago. And culture is exposing this new 
early adolescent age group to more and more mature content and forcing mature 
decisions on them at younger ages.  
If the statement that adolescence begins in biology and ends in culture is true, 
then we must look at how culture has treated adolescence to see where it ends. A lot has 
																																																													
20 Allan Wigfield, Susan Lutz, and Laurel A. Wagner, “Early Adolescent Development Across the 
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been written over the last few years about the end of adolescence, or the lengthening of 
that end. In pre-industrial societies when a youth went to work full-time, usually around 
the age of fourteen, he or she was seen as entering the life stage of adulthood.22 Other 
markers have been used in American culture over time. Today, when a youth turns 
sixteen they have the legal right to obtain a driver’s license, which can signal an entry 
into a new era of freedom and “adulthood.” At the age of eighteen a youth can register to 
vote and can enter into the military. Some see these privileges and responsibilities as a 
sure sign that adolescence has ended and adulthood has begun. The privilege to buy 
alcohol at age twenty-one marks that transition for others. Still others point to twenty-two 
or twenty-three as the age where youth are most likely graduating from college, 
beginning a career, and settling down with a spouse. For them, these defining moments 
mark the entry into adulthood. 
 While some of these markers are legally set in place by the United States 
government, others are cultural markers that may be true for some but not for all. Or they 
may have been true for one generation but not for another. Markers that have traditionally 
been used to note the entrance into adulthood include leaving home, finishing school, 
getting a full-time job, becoming financially independent, being able to support a family, 
marrying and becoming a parent.23 While some of these markers remain true, others do 
not. A 2002 study by the MacArthur Research Network on Transitions to Adulthood 
showed that while 95 percent of Americans still found the markers of completing school, 
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gaining full-time employment and becoming financially independent to be important, 
only roughly fifty percent found the markers of marrying or having children as 
important.24 The average age of first marriages in 1960 was 22.8 for males and 20.3 for 
females. In 2011 the average age for first marriages was 28.9 for males and 26.9 for 
females.25  
 There is little doubt that culture has changed over the last fifty years, and if 
adolescence ends in culture then the ending of adolescence has changed as well. Today, 
while no specific age is given for the ending of adolescence, it is generally thought to be 
in the mid to late twenties. As little as a century ago adolescence was thought to end 
between the ages of sixteen to eighteen.26 This dramatic shift is the result of many forces 
which will not be explored here. For this discussion it is simply enough to know that if 
these ages remain constant, youth who enter into adolescence today will not leave it for 
some fifteen years. 
 So far this chapter has identified the beginning of adolescence and talked about 
the lengthening of adolescence at the end. What happens in between is filled with 
questions of identity and a struggle for autonomy and individuation. Clark envisions this 
stage as a tightrope with childhood as the beginning stanchion and adulthood as the 
ending one. In between childhood and adulthood are the fifteen years of adolescence 
where an adolescent walks alone. This tightrope walk is the process of individuation. 
																																																													
 24 Settersten and Ray, “What’s Going on with Young People Today?” 
 
25 Searchable statistics found on www.census.gov and factfinder2.census.gov.  
26 Clark, “The Changing Face of Adolescence: A Theological View of Human Development,” 52. 
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 During this process of individuation, the adolescent faces three main tasks. The 
first is discovering identity while answering the question, Who am I? The second is 
accepting responsibility for one’s own life and answering the question, Do I matter? The 
third task is reconnecting to others in the community while answering the question, How 
do I relate to others?27 Only when these tasks and questions are answered and evaluated 
can an adolescent appropriately dismount the tight-rope of adolescence and enter into 
adulthood. 
 It may seem harsh to ask the adolescent to answer these questions and face these 
tasks alone. One way to answer this is to understand that if someone else answers these 
questions for them, the process is short circuited. Individuation and identity formation 
cannot be forced or done for someone else. It has to be done alone. This does not mean 
that there is no interaction or instruction. In a lot of ways adults and the community that 
surrounds an adolescent become a safety net below the tightrope of adolescence. While 
they do not walk the tightrope with the adolescent, they do stand near and offer support 
and encouragement. That is what community does and it is the community that the 
adolescent reconnects with throughout the process and as a part of the process. 
 Finally, when it comes to ministering to adolescents there are different needs 
between all three phases of adolescence.28 Early adolescents need to feel safe. They need 
to be allowed to participate and to be a part of what is going on around them. They also 
need to be led by people they trust and who they feel will not turn on them or abandon 
them. Mid-adolescents need to have a voice and to be listened to. Their participation in 
																																																													
27 Clark, “The Changing Face of Adolescence: A Theological View of Human Development,” 55. 
 
28 The following paragraph comes out of a discussion in a DMin class at Fuller Theological 
Seminary on October 28, 2014.  
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the life of the community needs to be increased to a point where they are able to give 
their opinion while others still speak into their lives regularly. They need to have a safe 
place to explore and ask questions of identity and autonomy while being led by adults 
who are intentionally there for them. At this stage they are moving toward full 
participation in the life of the community. In the emerging adult stage adolescents need to 
be treated like an adult while still being led like an adolescent. They need to be ushered 
into greater participation in the life of the community and be encouraged to lead within 
the contexts of their giftedness while they are being nurtured by adults who are living life 
with them. This process is very important for the development of the adolescent. 
Adult 
 Adulthood lies on the far side of adolescence and encompasses a very large 
amount of time. It is Erikson’s seventh stage of development which he labels Maturity. 
Erikson says that the crisis of this stage is between generativity and stagnation. The 
choice of the stage is either to become productive both in creating offspring and 
becoming a productive member of society or not.29 The traditionally held markers of 
adulthood agree with Erikson’s label. It has been generally noted that in order to be 
considered an adult one must exhibit some or all of the signs of leaving home, finishing 
school, getting a full-time job, becoming financially independent, being able to support a 
family, marrying and becoming a parent. But with the age of first marriage moving back 
roughly six years over the last few decades and comparatively more college graduates 
																																																													
29 Capps, The Decades of Life, 124-125. 
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unable to find jobs and settling down into life-long careers, the traditional markers may 
no longer apply. 
 While relatively little research or writing has been done on the adult phase of life 
as compared to the phases of childhood or adolescence, what has been written refers to 
the adult phase of life as a culmination of what has come before. The hurdles crossed and 
milestones reached by children and adolescents make an adult who they are. Without 
learning trust, autonomy, or some individuation as a child and without the identity 
formation that comes as an adolescent, the adult self will not fully function as it is 
intended. The short circuiting of some of those early processes by cultural institutions30 
has led to much frustration and confusion about the role of the adult. 
 Perhaps Erikson’s identifying this stage with the conflict of generativity as 
opposed to stagnation is still the best way to see adulthood. Broadly defining the role of 
the adult as being one of generating not only or specifically offspring, but ideas and 
products defines the role of the adult not only in the home, but also at work, in social 
institutions like governments, clubs, and churches, and in leisure. Even as early as the 
nineteenth century early adult development theorist Adolph Quetelet noted a dramatic 
increase in the manifestation of talent in the adult years.31 If the adult, the product of 
childhood and adolescence, cannot generate ideas and products in all of those areas, then 
there is nothing else to label it other than stagnant and unproductive.  
																																																													
 30 Maria J. Kefalas and Patrick J. Carr, “Conclusion,” in Coming of Age in America, ed. by Mary 
C. Waters, Patrick J. Carr, Maria J. Kefalas, and Jennifer Holdaway (Berkley: University of California 
Press, 2011), 191-204. 
 
31 Merrill F. Elias, Penelope Kelly Elias, and Jeffrey W. Elias. Basic Processes in Adult 
Developmental Psychology (St. Louis, MO: The C.V. Midby Company, 1977), 5. 
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 Another key concept to Erikson’s idea of generativity is that it is not done alone. 
The younger phases of childhood and adolescence must encourage and even need the 
generativity of their adult counterparts in order for the adult to truly achieve generativity 
and not fall into stagnation.32 This marks adulthood as a true intergenerational phase that 
requires the interaction of other phases in order to become what it is intended to be.33 We 
may expect this from the younger phases of childhood and adolescence. In fact, we have 
even seen this intergenerational aspect as children depend primarily on their parents and 
immediate family and community for learning and as adolescents walk a tightrope with 
the community stretched out as the safety net below them. But we may not have 
anticipated this intergenerational need from the adult phase. 
 The adult phase must be seen as one of continued learning and production that 
builds upon the previous stages. Adulthood is not a phase of coasting or decline. It is a 
dynamic one of learning, growing, and producing. All the while it is done in conjunction 
with the other phases. 
Conclusion 
 What can be observed from a brief look at the life phases of childhood, 
adolescence, and adulthood is a picture of individual tasks at each stage and interaction 
between the three phases. Childhood is filled with learning and tremendous growth 
brought on by personal experience and guided learning. Parents and immediate families 
																																																													
32 Erik Erikson, Childhood and Society (New York, NY: W. W. Norton and Company, 1963), 266-
267. 
 
33 Capps, The Decades of Life, 127. 
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and community are essential to the growing and learning process that moves extremely 
fast from birth to around age eleven. 
Adolescence is defined by identity formation and the struggle to become an 
individuated person. It is a stage that has been identified and has lengthened dramatically 
over the past one hundred years and now extends from around the age of eleven possibly 
through the late twenties or even early thirties until full individuation has happened. It is 
a journey that needs to be completed by the individual; no one else can complete the 
journey for the adolescent and trying to do so only hinders that process. But it is a 
journey that is traveled with a supporting cast of an ever growing community of guides 
who must allow the individual to struggle, fail, and succeed for themselves. Sadly, the 
lengthening of this process is perhaps a product of overactive communities and cultural 
realities that have made realizing individuation much harder on the adolescent. 
Finally, adulthood is a life stage that is the product of childhood and adolescence. 
It is a stage that should be marked with creativity and production or ideas and products. It 
requires input from people in the previous stages and activity and effort from those in the 
stage itself. It gives and receives guidance but can also turn in on itself and become 
stagnant. 
 Part two of this project has looked at church, theology, and sociology. A church is 
a community filled with relationships between people and ministries. Theologies of 
covenant and adoption are central to those relationships found in a church body—
relationships that include many different age ranges all intertwined in important ways in a 
body. These concepts are crucial to understand as I define and implement a covenantal 
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adoption model of ministry. Now that they have been defined this project will move on to 
the exact strategy and evaluation of this model for church ministry. 
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CHAPTER 6 
COVENANTAL ADOPTIVE COMMUNITY 
 So far this project has outlined the context of ICRC and describing the 
ecclesiology, theology, and sociology that impacts it. Next some conclusions will be 
drawn by applying what has been laid out to the context of ICRC. What now needs to be 
discovered is how this church body can become a covenant community where all 
members are important and connected. 
 Connections between people and generations are very important. Unfortunately, 
people and generations seem to be less connected at present than in the past. Speaking 
more specifically of adolescents, Josh McDowell wrote in The Disconnected Generation 
that the Millennial Generation “feel[s] alone, disconnected, and unsure of who they really 
are.”1 Similarly, Chap and Dee Clark, in their book Disconnected, label the current state 
of adolescence in our culture as a generation that has been “systemically abandoned.”2 
Similar conclusions of separation and loneliness have been made about children and adult 
generations as well. 
																																																													
1 Josh McDowell, The Disconnected Generation: Saving Our Youth from Self Destruction 
(Nashville, TN: Word Publishing, 2000), 8. 
 
2 Chap and Dee Clark, Disconnected: Parenting Teens in a Myspace World (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Baker Books, 2007), 72. 
	 120	
 Re-forming these connections is an integral part of a covenant community. The 
impact of intergenerational connections in a church has direct effects on faith formation 
and involvement. One of the theories that directly addresses connections is the theory of 
social capital. 
Social Capital 
Robert Putnam in his book Bowling Alone says that the core idea of social capital 
theory is that social networks have value and that social contracts affect the productivity 
of individuals and groups.3 The first known use of the term was in 1916 by L. J. Hanifan, 
the state supervisor of rural schools in West Virginia. Hanifan urged larger community 
involvement in order to produce more successful schools.4 Hanifan’s social capital theory 
was not mainstreamed, but was rediscovered periodically over the next seventy years. 
Pierre Bourdieu was one of those who rediscovered it and published his own social 
capital theories in 1984.5 
Bourdieu began to put more structure behind the theory of social capital. He said 
that social capital consists of social networks (connections or relationships) and 
sociability. Having relationships was important, but understanding those relationships 
and how they could be maintained and utilized was also very important. For Bourdieu 
																																																													
3 Robert Putnam, Bowling Alone (New York, NY: Simon and Schuster, 2000), 19. 
 
4 Ibid. 
 
5 Nicole J. Schaefer-McDaniel, “Conceptualizing Social Capital among Young People: Towards a 
New Theory,” Children, Youth, and Environments 14, no. 1 (2004), accessed December 16, 2013, 
http://www.colorado.edu/journals/cye/14_1/articles/article6full.htm.  
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social capital was something that an individual would use to gain influence, resources, 
and social advantage, possibly in a self-serving way.6 
 James Coleman refined the theory of social capital even more. While originally 
focusing his theories on the family system, he eventually brought the theory back to its 
roots of Hanifan in the context of education.7 Coleman noted three specific parts of the 
family system: financial capital (financial resources available), human capital (education 
and economic skills of the parents), and social capital (the social and interpersonal 
aspects of family). Coleman saw two distinct aspects of social capital as well: relational 
construct and resources provided through relationships. Coleman’s specific definition of 
social capital was “an asset that a person or persons can use as a resource. Social capital 
is any kind of social relationship that is a resource to the person.”8 
 Social capital benefits those involved in it by means of growing trust between the 
parties involved. Not only is trust expected but it is reciprocated as well. Social capital 
also establishes normal ways of doing things in relationships and establishes values that 
are held in common. Communication is important as these norms and values are 
established. It would seem that social capital would be a solid and stable structure, but  
 
																																																													
6 Schaefer-McDaniel, “Conceptualizing Social Capital among Young People: Towards a New 
Theory.” 
 
7 Putnam, Bowling Alone, 20. 
 
8 Schaefer-McDaniel, “Conceptualizing Social Capital among Young People: Towards a New 
Theory.” 
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Coleman sees it as an unstable and dynamic relationship that changes over time and in 
response to outside situations.9 
 As social capital relates to education, Coleman saw six types of important 
relationships: among students, among teachers, among parents, between teachers and 
students, between teachers and parents, and between students and parents. A graph of 
these relationships would look something like this: 
              
All of these relationships are bi-directional, meaning that trust, values and norms 
are communicated in both directions between two members of any of these 
relationships.10 If this bi-directional nature of social capital is taken seriously, it means 
that in any educational arena parents, teachers and students all invest in each other and all 
share responsibility for the quality of the education. Parents help teachers in the education 
of their students by trusting them and sharing values and norms with them. The same is 
true in the other direction. Students also share responsibility for their own education by 
sharing values with their teachers and trusting them. Any lack of trust among or between 
																																																													
9 Schaefer-McDaniel, “Conceptualizing Social Capital among Young People: Towards a New 
Theory.” 
 
10 Ibid. 
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any of these circles short circuits not only the social capital that is involved, but the entire 
educational system.11  
 Robert Putnam brought the term social capital out of family and educational 
circles and applied it to larger communities and societies. He re-emphasized Coleman’s 
notions of trustworthiness and reciprocity and said that those characteristics must be 
present and reciprocal in order for social networks to generate a community where 
members know each other and are actively involved in each other’s lives.12 Close-knit 
communities have higher social capital. For Putnam, the benefits generated are 
communal as opposed to the individual benefits that Bourdieu noted. For Putnam, 
communal benefits include reduced crime and higher involvement in government in a 
society.  
 Putnam and others have expanded on social capital theories in relation to 
community development and have identified three levels of social capital: bonding, 
bridging, and synergy. Bonding social capital refers to internal relationships within a 
specific community, social group, or organization. For example, social capital built 
within the local VFW or Lyons Club would count as bonding social capital. Bridging 
social capital involves activities that include people from different societies or 
organizations working together toward a common goal. For example, after many natural 
																																																													
11 For our purposes we will apply the six categories of social capital relationships to churches. 
This is easily done by replacing “teachers” with “youth pastors and youth volunteers.” This gives us six 
areas of social capital: students, youth workers, parents, between students and parents, between parents and 
youth workers, and between youth workers and students. As we develop this model later I will propose that 
four more categories be added to this model in churches: congregants, between congregants and students, 
between congregants and youth workers, and between congregants and parents. Our model will turn from a 
triangle into a square. 
 
12 Schaefer-McDaniel, “Conceptualizing Social Capital among Young People: Towards a New 
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disasters organizations like The American Red Cross and FEMA work alongside many 
other local and national organizations towards the goal of short term and long term 
recovery.13 On the largest scale possible synergy social capital happens when 
governments work together towards a common goal. A global effort to end poverty or 
hunger or AIDS is a good example of synergy social capital.14 
In looking at social capital and the church it seems that a mixture of Coleman’s 
and Putnam’s theories is in order. Coleman’s six relationships of social capital in 
educational settings will be re-examined shortly. But first Putnam’s levels of social 
capital, especially the first two levels, bonding and bridging will be examined. 
Robert Putnam asserts that “houses of worship15 build more social capital–and 
social capital in more varied forms–than any other type of institution in America.”16 John 
Coleman agrees and says that it has become “…almost a cliché that religion in the United 
States generates more ‘social capital’ than any other American institution.”17 From 
philanthropy and volunteerism to self-help groups, job training, singles groups, and 
services that provide food or housing for the poor and elderly, places of worship provide 
																																																													
13 In my context and denomination World Renew and Disaster Response Services are good 
examples of this bridging social capital. 
 
14 Schaefer-McDaniel, “Conceptualizing Social Capital among Young People: Towards a New 
Theory.” 
 
15 Not just Christian churches, but synagogues, mosques, and other places of worship too. 
 
16 Saguaro Seminar on Civic Engagement in America, Better Together: Religion and Social 
Capital, accessed December 16, 2013, http://www.bettertogether.org/pdfs/Religion.pdf.  
 
17 John A. Coleman, “Religious Social Capital: It’s Nature, Social Location, and Limits,” in 
Religion as Social Capital, ed. Corwin Smidt, (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2003), 33. 
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almost half of the stock of social capital in America.18 The efforts of churches to partner 
with other organizations, denominations, or churches for the good of those around them 
is bridging social capital. Many aspects of Christianity have been very good at that form 
of social capital. The Christian Reformed Church works side by side with the Reformed 
Church in America in responding to natural disasters through its Disaster Response 
Services. This organization and these churches also work hand in hand with other 
denominations and their response organizations. The Mennonite Church, for example, 
collaborates with Disaster Response Services during many disasters. Non-church 
organizations also work hand in hand with Disaster Response Services. The American 
Red Cross and service organizations like Lions Clubs are two such examples. This 
complex web of relationships serves to create much bridging social capital for those 
suffering from natural disasters. 
On the surface it would seem that bonding social capital would also be very high 
in churches. It would make sense that there would be ample trust and reciprocity in most 
churches to allow for the benefits that come from social capital. While this is the case in 
some churches, it is not the case in all. In the spring of 2015 a high school senior at ICRC 
was asked by an adult member of the church what he wanted or needed more of from his 
church family. He said that what he wanted was for high school students to be taken 
seriously by the rest of the church. He wanted to be seen as an important part of the body 
and to be connected to it in meaningful ways. His lack of connection flowed from a lack 
of trust and reciprocity; he had never been asked that question before by someone other 
than a youth leader. He had not been trusted to be challenged with any sort of leadership 
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opportunity and he had not, to that point, seen any adult reach out to him in order to 
include him. 
 Jan Curry studied rural towns in Iowa, looking for social capital. What she found 
was not always encouraging. One town she surveyed looked outwardly as if it would be a 
prime place for social capital to thrive. While this town of 500 was filled with service 
organizations that appeared to connect people to each other and to the rest of the world, it 
“suffered from high levels of alcoholism, sexual abuse, and an inability of its young 
people to survive outside the social circle created by this enmeshment.”19 Overall, 
Curry’s study showed varying levels of bonding and bridging aspects of social capital in 
mostly homogeneous rural religious Midwest towns. While Curry’s study was not 
directly related to churches, the comparison of a small rural Iowa town and a CRCNA 
church with many roots in rural Iowa is not a hard one to make. 
One more study of note is Chap Clark’s look at today’s youth. In Hurt 2.0 Clark 
says that social capital is “the notion…that individuals must receive vital relational and 
social resources to understand who they are and where they fit.”20 Clark says that many 
view this as the central element of adolescent development. To go with this definition of 
social capital is the overall thesis of the Hurt study: that “adolescents have been 
abandoned.”21 Given the abandonment that Clark found in his research and the need for 
social capital as an essential part of adolescent development, Clark says that today’s 
adolescents are looking for and finding social capital from people other than adults. The 
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20 Chap Clark, Hurt 2.0 (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2011), 46. 
 
21 Ibid., 3. 
	 127	
source of social capital then, for these abandoned adolescents, is each other. This creates 
all sorts of new scenarios and takes out some of the critical areas of social capital that had 
been developed by Coleman and Putnam. The concept of adolescents relying only on 
other adolescents for social capital is neither recommended nor beneficial.  
All of this research leads to more confusion than clarity. It would seem that 
churches and religious institutions should be places of high social capital–specifically 
bonding social capital. While that is true in some cases it is also true that youth in many 
of these churches feel more isolated and abandoned by previous generations than perhaps 
ever before. The damage this does to certain aspects of bonding social capital is palpable. 
As we return to Coleman’s six relationships of social capital in education, I would 
like to propose a new model for churches that brings the model out of the realm of 
education and into the realm of the church. Instead of the three main groupings as 
students, parents, and teachers, I am proposing that the three main groupings will be the 
three life stages previously discussed. Children, adolescents, and adults will occupy the 
three corners of the triangle. The connections that these three groups have internally are 
vital as they achieve in areas like trust, autonomy, and generativity. But the connection 
that these groups have with each other is vitally important as well. 
Children are connected to adults—both parental and non-parental—for purposes 
of education and guidance. The Old Testament nation of Israel is a prime example of this 
connection. In a communal society like Israel, children would have been the 
responsibility of their parents as well as the responsibility of the entire community.22 
																																																													
22 Patrick D. Miller, Deuteronomy, Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and 
Preaching, ed. James L. Mays (Louisville, KY: John Knox Press, 1990), 107-108. Deuteronomy 6 talks 
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Joshua 4 provides some more specifics about what the connections between 
generations are to look like. In Joshua 4 Israel is about to re-enter the Promised Land 
after a long exile in Egypt and forty years of wandering in the desert. As they enter into 
the Promised Land God stops the flow of the Jordan River and allows Israel to enter the 
land on dry ground. As they pass through the Jordan River God instructs them to take 
with them twelve large stones from the middle of the river and set them up as a 
monument on the far side of the river where they set up camp. This monument of stones 
is to serve as a reminder to following generations about what God did for Israel by 
cutting off the flow of the Jordan River. 
This story appears twice in Joshua 4.23 In the first instance God instructs Joshua in 
how to carry this out. In the second instance the event actually takes place. As it is 
translated for us in the NIV, the first time when God tells Joshua what to do the 
instruction is slightly different from the second time when it actually happens. The first 
recounting of this makes this instruction for all of Israel to pass on to its children. The 
second recounting of the actual event gives the instruction specifically for parents to pass 
on to their children. While this may not seem like an important difference, it does state 
the importance that it is not just parents who must pass on the stories of what God had 
done to future generations. The entire community of Israel shared responsibility for this 
																																																																																																																																																																																					
extensively about passing on the laws and commands of God to future generations. “…teaching of the 
children by conversation about ‘the words,’ study of God’s instruction, and reflection on it is to go on in the 
family and the community.” 
 
23 Marten H. Woudstra, The Book of Joshua, The New International Commentary on the Old 
Testament, ed. Robert L. Hubbard, Jr. (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
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task. Connections between parents and children are important, but so are other non-
parental intergenerational connections. 
The line of connection in this model goes both ways. The relationship between 
children and adults is not only important for the child, but for the adult also. As an adult 
recounts stories of what God has done to a child, the adult is also reminded of the story in 
meaningful ways. Without this ability to retell, the story would be forgotten. Also, 
remembering Erikson’s definition of generativity in his stage of adulthood reminds us 
that a major part of being able to generate ideas and concepts for the adult is fulfilled by 
other generations needing the adult. Without that need, expressed by children, the adult 
falls into stagnation. Adults need children as much as children need adults. 
The connection between children and adolescents may seem less obvious, but is 
still essential to the social capital built in a church. Children provide an ideal training 
ground for adolescents to begin to develop skills of leadership and autonomy—skills that 
are essential in the identity formation process. In a previous church where I served, we 
used to say time and time again, “Who is cooler to a grade school student than a high 
school student or a college student?” Our high school and college age students would 
teach Sunday school and assist or lead many other children’s ministries within the 
church. It was a great relationship for both parties. The adolescents had the opportunity to 
lead and grow while the children had the opportunity to learn and grow. Not only that, 
but the relationships built within the context of ministries would spill over into other 
areas of church and community life. Important connections were made.  
The final connection in our triangle description of social capital in the church is 
the connection between adolescents and adults. Part of this connection is between parents 
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and adolescents, but the main focus is between adolescents and non-parental adults. Data 
from the National Survey of Youth and Religion reveals that a majority of adolescents 
who attend church have significant intergenerational connections with adults. While only 
around 10 percent of adolescents surveyed said that they have five or more significant 
adult connections, between 60 and 70 percent of adolescents say that they have at least 
one significant adult connection other than their parents. Of those who do not have 
significant adult connections, a majority of adolescents surveyed said that they would like 
to have those intergenerational connections.24 
In Sticky Faith, Kara Powell and Chap Clark advocate for a new ratio of student 
to adult interaction. Typically, youth ministries and churches structure around a 1:5 
ratio—one adult for every five students. Instead of working on a 1:5 ratio, they advocate 
for a 5:1 ratio, where five adults invest in the life of every one adolescent.25 This web of 
relationships is much harder to maintain, much more inefficient, and almost impossible 
for a church youth ministry to handle alone. What this web of relationships does make 
possible is for an entire congregation to participate in the faith formation of its adolescent 
members. This web of connections also forms an important safety net for adolescents as 
they walk across the tightrope that is adolescence.26 
This model of social capital is what will be followed as the rest of this chapter 
looks specifically at the ministry of ICRC as a covenant community. I will first describe 
all of the ministries that are specifically associated with each age group. The next chapter 
																																																													
24 Christian Smith and Melinda Lundquist Denton, Soul Searching (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2005), 60-61. 
 
25 Kara Powell and Chap Clark, Sticky Faith (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2011), 101. 
 
26 Clark, “The Changing Face of Adolescence: A Theological View of Human Development,” 60. 
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will lay out some grounds for evaluating each ministry. Some proposals will then be 
made as to how these ministries can better fulfill the model of social capital. 
All Ages Included 
 The ministries of ICRC almost all find themselves focusing on one of the three 
age groups that have been described in this project. They either cater to children (ages 
zero to ten), adolescents (ages eleven to twenty-five), or adults (ages twenty-five and up). 
Broader and consistent ministries such as worship services will be considered last. The 
main focus will be on our discipleship ministries: educational or formational type 
ministries overseen by Pastor Lamsma and the Education Team. 
Children 
 ICRC has six main ministries specifically for children. Three of them take place 
on Sunday mornings and are strictly for the childhood age group. One of them is an 
intensive summer week-long ministry called Vacation Bible School and the other two of 
them are gender specific ministries that take place throughout the week and minister to 
students in both the childhood and early adolescent phases of life. The ministries that 
overlap both childhood and adolescent age groups will be looked at towards the end of 
this section and not again in the adolescent section. 
 Like most churches, ICRC offers a nursery for its youngest members. Children 
from newborn up to age three are a part of this ministry that runs simultaneously with the 
morning worship service. The main purpose of nursery is to allow parents and the rest of 
the worshiping community to enjoy worship without the distraction and noise of their 
children. The nursery is run by two or three voluntary nursery coordinators and staffed by 
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rotating volunteer church members each Sunday. Volunteers can be anyone from sixth 
grade students and above. Current and approved church and denominational abuse 
prevention standards are in place. No formal program happens during the time children 
are in nursery. Children play, read books, enjoy a snack, and are taken good care of 
during this time. This ministry takes place all year long without exception. 
 The second ministry for children follows closely on the heels of nursery. 
Children’s worship is for children age three through second grade. It also takes place on 
Sunday morning, but instead of running during the entire worship service, the children 
are present in the worship service until the sermon, when they are invited to the front of 
the sanctuary for a blessing. They are then excused to follow the children’s worship 
leaders to their classroom while the rest of the congregation sings a song and prepares for 
the message. 
The children’s worship program is much more structured than nursery. It begins 
with a time of singing and then prayer requests and prayer led by an adult leader. After 
the prayer the leader tells a Bible story which follows the church liturgical year and is 
illustrated by wooden figures throughout the story. After the story there is time for 
reflection questions and responses and then response activities like drawing or writing. 
 The ministry is led by two volunteer coordinators who outline the program and 
make sure other volunteer guides are present and trained for their tasks. Six or seven 
other adults are the main teachers who tell the stories and lead the reflection time while at 
least three other volunteers are present each morning as guides to help with the activity 
time and to sit with the children during the story time. All church members from sixth 
grade and up can volunteer as guides in this ministry. Current and approved church and 
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denominational abuse prevention standards are in place for this ministry like they are for 
nursery. This ministry takes place every Sunday with the exception of Easter Sunday. 
 The third ministry for children is Sunday school. This ministry is available for all 
children from kindergarten through fifth grade. It takes place fifteen minutes after the 
morning worship service and runs throughout the school year. Sunday school is overseen 
by two volunteer coordinators and a teacher or team of teachers for each class. All of the 
volunteers involved in this ministry are adults. Currently the students are broken up into 
three classes with kindergarten and first grade together, second and third grade together, 
and fourth and fifth grade together. 
 The Sunday school hour begins with a time of singing in the sanctuary led by two 
volunteers. After a time of prayer, the classes are excused to their individual classrooms 
for a variety of lessons, crafts, and activities. The curriculum currently used for these 
classes is a denominational curriculum specifically for Sunday school classes in the 
CRCNA.  
 Every Christmas the Sunday school classes put on a Christmas pageant that is 
performed during an evening worship service a week or two before Christmas. In 2014 
and 2015 ICRC also held a multigenerational festival of carols and lessons at 
Christmastime where the Sunday school children participated along with other adolescent 
and adult groups. The Sunday school children also sing as a choir during regular worship 
services once or twice a year. 
Vacation Bible School (VBS) is a week-long ministry held every summer. It 
includes singing, Bible stories, crafts, snacks, and activities. It is led by a VBS 
coordinator and many members of the congregation lead groups or activities. It really 
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takes the whole church to carry out this week of activities. People who cannot participate 
in the actual ministry typically provide food or other supplies that are needed. The intent 
of VBS is for both churched and unchurched kids to have a place to learn about Jesus 
over the summer. Church kids are encouraged to invite their neighborhood friends and 
typically 150 kids enjoy this crazy and hectic week each year. 
The fifth and sixth ministries for children are gender specific ministries. While 
they have some similar operations and formats, they are run by different people and have 
enough differences that I will look at them separately. GEMS (Girls Everywhere Meeting 
the Savior) is for girls grades three through eight. GEMS is a multinational ministry run 
by an organization called Youth Unlimited, a partner ministry of the CRCNA. The club at 
ICRC meets every other Wednesday evening for two hours. One of the meetings focuses 
on a craft, activity, or badge work (similar to girl scouts) while the other night focuses on 
a lesson or Bible study of some kind. GEMS is overseen by a main leader and the 
individual age groups are led by other volunteers. Other women from the ICRC 
congregation are invited to be a part of the meetings to help with crafts or outings.  
Cadets is the boys’ counterpart to GEMS. It is for boys from third grade through 
eighth grade and is also a multinational ministry run by Youth Unlimited. The club at 
ICRC meets every other Monday evening for two hours. Each meeting begins with all of 
the groups together for opening exercises consisting of reciting the pledge of allegiance 
and the Cadet code and Bible verse. Typically, the groups play a game together at some 
point during the meeting and also break off into their individual groups for a lesson and 
craft or badge work. A head counselor leads the entire group with each grade being led 
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by a counselor as well. At times other members of the congregation assist with badges or 
crafts, although not as regularly as with the GEMS group. 
Every year the Cadets and GEMS hold a few all-church activities or fund raisers. 
These involve the participation of the larger congregation and at times provide a service 
to the congregation in the form of a dinner or activity of some sort. Both ministries also 
participate in campouts or retreats each year either by themselves or with other local 
clubs. In the spring both ministries participate in a worship service designed to highlight 
their ministries and share what they have been learning with the rest of the congregation. 
Adolescents 
 J-Crew is the middle school youth group at ICRC. This group expanded in 2014 
to include sixth through eighth grade students. It meets every other week on Wednesday 
evenings for a mixture of activities, outings, and lessons. It also meets every Sunday 
morning throughout the school year during the Sunday school hour for lessons. It is led 
by volunteers from the church who teach the Sunday morning class and participate in the 
Wednesday night activities. Many of the students involved in this ministry are also 
involved in either the Cadet or GEMS program. 
 Journey is the high school youth group at ICRC. This group meets every Sunday 
evening throughout the school year. In addition to the Sunday meeting, ninth and tenth 
grade students participate in a catechism class during the Sunday school hour on Sunday 
morning. Eleventh and twelfth grade students are included in the adult education classes 
on Sunday morning called “Growing U.” They are invited to attend these classes with the 
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rest of the congregation but there is an assigned adult teacher or guide that attends these 
classes with them to promote discussion and connections. 
 The Sunday evening meetings are a mixture of lessons, small group discussions, 
and other activities. They are led by adult volunteers from the congregation who are also 
encouraged to connect with high school students throughout the rest of the week at 
school, church and community events, and on social media. This group invites an adult 
from the congregation to join their meeting time once a month to share their faith story 
with the high school students. This group also holds fundraisers and other events 
throughout the year which have the purpose of connecting the high school students to the 
larger congregation through activities or meals. A majority of the high school students 
attend a summer Bible camp in June each year. This camp has been a tradition for over 
half a century in the Ripon area. Some students also participate in summer mission trips 
through ICRC or other area churches. 
 A vast majority of ICRC’s high school students leave the area after graduation to 
attend college. In the summer when many of them return a post high group meets on 
Sunday nights. This group is led by members of the congregation and includes Bible 
study and activities. Throughout the school year ICRC attempts to stay connected to this 
age group by sending packages to the out of town students around Christmas time and 
connecting with them in other ways when they are in town for school vacations around 
holidays. These connections are very informal and are hit or miss at best. 
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Adults 
 ICRC supports a group called Friendship Club for developmentally challenged 
adults in the church and community. This group meets every other Tuesday evening 
throughout the school year for lessons, activities, and outings. This group is led by 
volunteers from the church who teach lessons, help with crafts, and lead discussions. 
Other adults support this ministry by providing food and transportation for the 
participants.  
“Growing U” is the umbrella for all Sunday morning adult education. Typically 
three or four sets of classes are held each year. Classes are led by staff or volunteers from 
the church. Topics have included membership, culture and Christianity, spiritual gifts, 
books of the Bible, and outreach. All adults are invited to these classes regularly along 
with the eleventh and twelfth grade students, as mentioned earlier. Once a year at most 
the middle school J-Crew class joins the Growing U class as well along with their adult 
leaders, if the topic is appropriate for them. Only a small percentage of the members of 
ICRC take advantage of these classes. 
 Men’s Life is a men’s small group that meets every Saturday morning throughout 
the school year. It is led by members of the congregation. Its original focus was to be a 
discipleship opportunity for men from the church to invite their unchurched friends. The 
topics that they study are typically simple and non-threatening. Over time this group has 
become more of a support group for the few men that attend it. This group has walked 
through some very difficult times with some of its members, but it has not added new 
people for a long time and its leaders are not in agreement with the direction that it 
should take in the future. This is the only strictly men’s ministry at ICRC. 
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 Women in the Word is a women’s Bible study that meets every other Tuesday 
evening throughout the school year. This group of about a dozen women is led by 
volunteers from the church. They typically study a video based curriculum that requires 
some preparation and follow-up discussion. They also focus on prayer as a major part of 
their time together. 
 Coffee Break is a women’s Bible study that meets every Thursday throughout the 
school year. There is a morning class and an evening class. The Bible studies of this 
group are on the simple side with the intent being that it is open to new believers and 
unchurched people. They begin with a time of fellowship and coffee followed by singing 
and then small group discussion. They hold a few social gatherings for their group each 
year and participate in a service project together in the winter that includes gifts and a 
meal for a local women’s shelter. 
 Morning Seekers is a women’s Bible study group that meets on Tuesday 
mornings throughout the school year. They focus on Bible study and fellowship and the 
level of difficulty of their lessons falls somewhere between Coffee Break and Women in 
the Word. They are led by volunteers from the church who rotate the leadership from 
week to week.27 
 Mary and Martha is a women’s Bible study for senior women. It is led by Pastor 
Boonstra and meets every other Wednesday morning throughout the school year. They 
study a book of the Bible each year and Pastor Boonstra likes to challenge some of the 
																																																													
27 This is the group at ICRC that does not like the term “leader” for the person who is leading at 
any given time. They call the person a facilitator and feel that the label of leader holds too many negative 
connotations. 
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long-held beliefs of these women. The reality of this group is that it is slowly dying off 
and no new women have joined them in recent years. 
All-Church Ministries 
 Some ministries at ICRC do not focus on a specific age group. These all-church 
ministries either take place regularly or are once a year events that include the whole 
church community. Their focus typically does not include education, but can include the 
other three areas of emphasis of the church including worship, nurture, or witness. 
As a part of the new governance structure that ICRC adopted in 2014 every 
family and member of the congregation was placed into shepherding groups for the 
purpose of nurture and connection. This new ministry was established to address the need 
for connections that was laid out by the Natural Church Development survey taken by the 
church in 2009. Five or six families or individuals are grouped together with one 
individual or couple being responsible for checking in with the other members of the 
group on a regular basis. This is a very new ministry at ICRC and in some ways its future 
is very wide open. The hope is that groups connect with each other on a regular basis and 
meaningful connections are made. Some debate has been had about how adolescents and 
children will be enfolded into this group. Forming a separate group for college age 
students who are out of the area is a possibility in the future. 
 Worship services take place every Sunday morning and evening at ICRC. The 
morning service is typical of most churches, consisting of singing, prayer, offerings, 
sacraments, and preaching. Pastors Boonstra and Lamsma preach and lead some of the 
liturgical parts of the service while a worship team leads singing and other liturgical 
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parts. Prayer is led by one of the pastors or another member of the congregation. After the 
worship service many people enjoy coffee and fellowship at one of the gathering places 
on ICRC’s campus. 
 The evening worship service has changed over time. It was originally formed in 
the CRCNA as a teaching service usually focused on one of the Lord’s Day questions and 
answers found in the Heidelberg Catechism. Over time it became a bit of a copy of the 
morning service liturgically with different songs and Bible texts for preaching. Recently 
ICRC has changed this service to take on a discussion format. The Bible text and topic 
from the morning message is the same topic as the evening discussion. Pastors Boonstra 
or Lamsma lead these discussions based on the morning sermon. While only twenty or 
thirty people attend this service regularly, the ones who do attend and participate enjoy 
the format and feel that it is a challenging and fruitful exercise. There has been some 
negativity surrounding this change of format and some members regularly attend other 
CRCNA churches in the area in the evening for a more traditional service. The leadership 
of ICRC supports this format and most feel that this service is one of the best ways that 
ICRC is forming faith in its members. 
 The outreach ministries of ICRC are usually centered on either education 
opportunities or events where the whole church participates. Every spring ICRC 
participates in a community wide service day called Love Ripon. Members of all ages are 
encouraged to participate by working at one of the local projects which take place at 
schools, parks, city properties or people’s houses. These projects connect church 
members together and connect them to the larger community. Many great relationships 
have been built through these work projects each year. 
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 ICRC also participates in planning and running a community wide National Night 
Out each August. Thousands of members of the Ripon community join together at the 
Ripon community center to play games, eat great food, and enjoy being a resident of 
Ripon for a night. Members and staff of ICRC help plan this event and all members are 
encouraged to participate in the fun evening. 
 Mission Trips have also become a major event for ICRC. Each summer a group 
travels to places like Guatemala, New Mexico, or New York for a week or two of work. 
Many of these trips began as youth mission trips but have expanded to include 
adolescents and adults. A few children have participated in these trips as well and there is 
some push towards a family mission trip in the future. Some of these trips are organized 
internally while others are run through organizations like Students International in 
Guatemala or the CRCNA’s Disaster Response Services ministry that helps communities 
recover from damage done by natural disasters. 
Ministries Working Together Towards Connection 
All of the ministries outlined above have a purpose. They all focus on witness, 
worship, nurture, or education and some of them have multiple foci. They are also all 
effective to one degree or another. While some of them are relatively new, others are 
historic and have been a part of ICRC for a long time. Some of them have changed over 
time and deal with that change quite well while others have not changed very much over 
the course of their history and are very resistant to change.  
In a church that focuses on social capital each ministry must be evaluated as to 
how they connect people both within the ministry and between ministries. In fact, 
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ministries that do not connect to each other must be evaluated and changed so that 
connections happen as a regular part of ministry. The fact is that there is much disconnect 
between ministries at ICRC. This is illustrated in two main ways. 
The first way is that each ministry is given oversight by a specific ministry team. 
While this is not necessarily bad, it does make it very easy for a ministry to become 
isolated, especially in its focus. When the education team oversees a ministry, its main 
focus is on education as opposed to witness or worship. The same is true for ministries 
overseen by the worship team—they seldom look at the witness or nurture effect of the 
ministry and therefore the ministry is isolated again. 
Recently the outreach team and education team have begun discussing what it 
would look like for each education ministry to have an outreach component. This 
challenges long held conceptions about certain ministries being only for those on the 
inside of the church and not for those outside of the church, or the other way around. It 
will mean that certain ministries that have been labeled “outreach ministries” or 
“education ministries” may have to be re-classified and the leadership of those ministries 
may have to change. If it does not happen, however, ICRC is at risk of needing to 
develop similar ministries for both those inside of the church and outside of the church. 
Not only does this create dual programing and uses a lot of volunteers, it also breaks 
down the ability to build connections, a prime component of social capital.  
The second way that this lack of connections between ministries is illustrated at 
ICRC is the lack of dialogue between ministries themselves. ICRC has three main Bible 
study ministries for women. It would seem that they would be in regular conversation 
about curriculum or recruitment, but they do not talk regularly. A yearly meeting held by 
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the education team in the spring seems to be the only time that these ministries connect. 
The same could be said between ministries for different age groups. Ministry leaders of 
an adolescent ministry could share with ministry leaders of an adult ministry what 
adolescents need from adults. Children’s ministry leaders could encourage adolescents to 
make connections with children in the church. These connections require effort and 
communication between leaders, but it seems that all ministries could be enhanced if 
these connections happened. 
A further downside of the lack of connection between ministries themselves is 
that many leaders feel isolated in their ministry contexts. Isolation leads to burnout which 
is not good for leadership. It also leads to ministries doing their own thing and not 
following the overall vision and mission of the church. ICRC has experienced both of 
these phenomena in their history. Leaders who everyone thought were doing well 
suddenly quit for no apparent reason. Typically, they not only quit the ministry, but the 
community and even the church itself. Ministries that suddenly become closed to 
outsiders happens as well. Rumors tend to swirl in closed ministries and discontent with 
church leadership decisions tend to grow in these ministries as well. Connection between 
ministries would help solve some of these issues before they begin. 
Part of the future at ICRC needs to be ministries connecting with each other for 
purposes of collaboration, encouragement, and shared vision. The strategy for these 
connections will be a topic of the next chapter. The outcome will be more productive 
ministry and more support and success in building connections. 
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A Church—Covenant Community—Body of Christ—Adoptive Siblings 
 Throughout the course of this project the church has been described in many 
ways. The ideas of covenant community, body of Christ, and adoptive siblings all overlap 
and apply to the church. They also have direct implications for the proposed social capital 
model that has been outlined in this chapter. In concluding this chapter these three 
concepts will be revisited and applied to what we now know about social capital and the 
ministries of ICRC. 
 ICRC as covenant community requires connections. The biblical model of 
covenant is a promise of God’s love to generation after generation of his people. Baptism 
becomes a sign of the covenantal promise of God to his child and the promise carries 
over to the rest of the community as they promise to help raise the child and teach the 
child about God’s promises. This community promise is carried out through everyday 
conversations and closed door prayers as well as through formal ministries and programs 
of the church. For a church community to abandon or undervalue its children and 
adolescents is for them to renege on their covenantal promise. The lessons of God’s grace 
will never be understood if they are not passed down. 
 In the same way, covenant demands that children and adolescents listen to adults 
as well. Every adult needs to offer what they know of God and his promises and every 
child and adolescent should hear and understand why adults are important in their lives. 
Adults fulfill their covenantal obligation when they are needed. This requires adult to 
child interaction from an early age in every way possible. It also requires adults to 
support each other in their ministries. It requires parents to share with each other both 
their joys and their frustrations in open and honest contexts. It requires non-parental 
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adults to support parents in every way possible. These connections are mandates of both 
covenant and social capital. 
 Members of the body of Christ need each other. Paul’s analogy of one part of the 
body saying that it is not needed or that it does not need others is shocking. That one part 
of the body would think of itself as less important than another is devastating. If one 
downfall of the church today can be pointed to it may be this—the church has forgotten 
that its members need each other in order to be what it was intended to be. When 
children, adolescents, and adults do not realize they need each other, the church is dead. 
All members must to be valued and needed. The church should be at the cutting edge of 
society when it comes to fulfilling intergenerational connections. Ministries and 
programs should hold this at the center of what they do. Unfortunately, the church fails at 
this regularly. Ministries silo themselves. Staff is hired to deal with one specific age 
group at the expense of another. Children are placed in one corner, adolescents are put in 
another, and adults in still another only to look at each other from a distance with 
questions and even at times fear. The church needs to see each member as valued 
children of God. 
 Which brings us to adoption. When a child is adopted into a family, that child 
legally holds the same status as every other child of that family. That child is a full heir of 
everything that the family has and is. The past, present, and future of that family becomes 
the past, present, and future of the child. The child does not hold a lesser status than the 
other children. The child is fully a member of the family. By adoption every member of a 
church is a child of the family of God, whether they are an infant or ninety years old. As 
adopted children we hold the same full status as everyone else in the family. A church 
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body does not adopt a person into it, however. God adopts the child, adolescent, or adult 
into the family as a sibling of everyone else. An adult does not adopt a child. A child is 
adopted by God to be a sibling of the adult. All members of the body are adopted siblings 
in the family of God. 
 What this means is that we all learn from each other under God. One member 
shares what they know while another does the same. The same two members learn from 
each other and from the others, regardless of age. All have something to offer and all 
have something to learn. All are members of the covenant and all are integral parts of the 
body of Christ. 
This project will conclude by discussing how a church like ICRC can live out 
these concepts in its daily life. Ministries should partner together in a covenant 
community and adopted siblings should see each other as integral members of the family 
of God. All of what a church is needs to be evaluated in this way in order for a church to 
become what it needs to be in our world today.  
The end result of this whole process of discovery has brought this project to the 
culmination of these ideas. The product that comes out of all of this learning is a model 
called covenantal adoption. This model relies on the theologies of covenant and adoption, 
the social theories of social capital and life stages, and the ecclesiology of church.
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CHAPTER 7 
IMPLEMENTATION AND EVALUATION 
 Over the last six chapters this project has laid out the context of ICRC and some 
of the main theological and sociological concepts that govern it. In this chapter I will 
begin to draw some conclusions and lay out a system of evaluation for ICRC going 
forward. The main goal is to define ICRC as an adoptive covenant community and to 
build it as such for the future. 
 A church is both form and function—it is defined both by what it does and who it 
is. In chapter three a church was defined as a living community; the people of God, the 
assembly and body of Christ, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit.1 That definition, 
along with the unique history and current state of the CRCNA and ICRC as well as the 
major theological beliefs of these institutions, defines who ICRC is. The ministries and 
structure of ICRC that were outlined in chapters two, three, and six also make up the 
current church as it is known today. Those are what it does. 
 Of form and function, one of them must come first and be primary. A church is 
both form and function, but function—who a church is—must be defined before there can 
be form—what a church does. Form must follow function and what a church does must 
																																																													
1 Clowney. The Church, 28. 
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follow who a church is. If that is true, then the theological beliefs and convictions of 
ICRC must be primary and what it does in terms of ministry and mission must flow from 
its theology and convictions.  
 That being said, the historical theology of covenant as outlined by the reformers 
and dissected by theologians in the Protestant and Christian Reformed traditions must 
guide our programs and ministries. The theology of adoption as outlined by the apostle 
Paul and currently a relevant theory in youth ministry pairs well with the historical 
covenant theology outlined in this project. When covenant and adoption are paired with a 
biblical view of church as laid out in the New Testament context, we have a very rich 
foundation on which to build ministries at ICRC that are relevant and successful. This 
process of building form before function makes sense historically for the CRCNA and 
ICRC. Proper theology is a foundational idea in the CRCNA, and out of that theology 
function as ministry and mission must flow. 
 An essential component in evaluation and implementation is prayer and guidance 
by the Holy Spirit. While this process will not be outlined every area, it needs to be 
understood that prayer and constant seeking of the Holy Spirit’s guidance and wisdom is 
essential. Leadership groups need to spend significant time seeking and discerning God’s 
will and every step of evaluation needs to be bathed in prayer. It will be the task of those 
leading the implementation and evaluation to make prayer an essential task at every step. 
 One further note must be made before the implementation of this project is 
discussed. William Damon, Professor of Education at Stanford University and Director of 
the Stanford Center on Adolescence, addresses the ideas of congruence and convergence 
in the developmental process of adolescence. Convergence refers to the influence of 
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multiple non-parental adults focusing on any given child. Congruence states that all of 
those adults must have the same message for the convergence to make any difference.2 
This same theory can be applied not only to adolescence when it comes to faith and social 
capital, but to entire churches and communities as well. This is a very important concept 
as I look at the influence and partnership that must happen between church staff, church 
council, church committees, and church ministries. If they are not all working together to 
influence church members and if they are not all sending the same message, they will not 
be successful. 
Working within the Current Structure of ICRC 
 Most congregations within the CRCNA can be defined as either council led, staff 
led, or committee led. ICRC’s current structure is a hybrid of all three of those structures. 
In order to structure ourselves based on our theology and towards a position of 
covenantal adoption, we must work within all three of those areas to ensure the desired 
outcome. In the following sections I will outline how each layer of leadership at ICRC 
can become familiar with the concepts behind a proposed covenantal adoption structure 
and implement them in their areas of ministry influence. 
Staff 
 Currently the ministry staff of ICRC includes a Lead Pastor (Ken Boonstra), a 
Pastor of Youth and Education (Bret Lamsma), and an administrator in charge of office 
staff and facility oversight (Geri Witt). ICRC is currently searching for a worship director 
																																																													
2 William Damon, The Path to Purpose (New York: Free Press, 2008). 
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who will play an important role in the covenantal adoption of all members at ICRC once 
this person is in place.3 
 The main point of contact for all staff members is a weekly staff meeting on 
Tuesday morning. During these staff meetings thirty minutes will be set aside to discuss 
some aspect of the covenantal adoption approach to ministry. These discussions will be 
based on assigned readings that the staff will commit to reading and processing together. 
These discussions will be based first on selected chapters from the book Adoptive Youth 
Ministry: Integrating Emerging Generations into the Family of Faith, edited by Chap 
Clark. Following this book other books that could be discussed include Spiritual 
Formation as if the Church Mattered by James Wilhoit, Letters to a Young Calvinist: An 
Invitation to the Reformed Tradition by James Smith4, or Sticky Faith by Kara Powel and 
Chap Clark. These selections and the conversations that come from them will vary based 
on the emphasis needed at any given time. Pastor Lamsma will lead these discussions 
weekly. 
 Based on these readings and discussions, each staff member will be expected to 
set bi-annual goals for their areas of ministry influence that have covenantal adoption 
emphases. The implementation of these goals will be evaluated by the staff communally 
and new goals will be made when specific markers have been met. The overall goal of 
this process by the staff of ICRC is for every ministry area to take on a covenantal 
																																																													
3 As of November 2015 this person is not yet in place. However, since the job position and 
description are in place we will move forward assuming that this person will be in place for future planning 
and structuring. 
 
4 This book gives a unique and modern take on the Reformed tradition that is helpful for 
understanding some of the fundamental emphases of Reformed theology including covenant. 
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adoption flavor that begins with programs and carries on to natural movements that are 
not programmatic. 
Governing Council 
 The governing council of ICRC, which meets monthly, consists of five elders, 
four deacons, and three staff members. All of the ministry committees report to this 
council, and while the ministry committees are free to make ministry decisions within the 
scope of their mandate, anything above and beyond that scope goes through the 
governing council for vetting and approval. To that end, if a covenantal adoption 
approach to ministry is going to take hold at ICRC, the governing council needs to 
understand it and support it with every decision. 
 As a part of this process the council will engage in three presentation and 
discussion sessions around the topic of covenantal adoption of all members. The first part 
of this discussion will detail a history of ICRC, the CRCNA, youth ministry in general, 
and the changes in adolescence as a life stage over the last 100 years. The second part of 
the discussion will detail the theologies of covenant and adoption and how those are 
relevant to the current ministry of ICRC. The third part of this discussion will detail how 
ministry focused around covenantal adoption would look in practice at ICRC. This 
discussion will include practical steps that ICRC can take as it works toward a practice of 
covenantal adoption of all members in all areas of ministry. The staff would develop 
these discussions based on some of the discussions that came out of their weekly staff 
meetings. Pastor Lamsma would lead these presentations and discussions. 
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 Following these three discussion sessions the council would engage in biannual 
discussions surrounding the topic of covenantal adoption, led by Pastor Lamsma. They 
would also commit to evaluating decisions based on the principles discovered in their 
discussions about covenantal adoption, and to holding ministry committees to goals that 
they set based on similar discussions, as outlined in the next section. The final goal of 
these conversations is for the governing council to gain a new understanding of what 
ministry that includes all members in meaningful ways would look like. Ministry 
programs would flow out of these conversations, but even more so, a new mindset about 
the purpose of ministry would become a basis for decisions and daily actions. 
Ministry Committees 
 The four standing ministry committees at ICRC include Education, Worship, 
Outreach, and Shepherding. These committees consist of a combination of staff members, 
governing council members, and congregants. Each of these committees is tasked with 
visioning and overseeing of ministries within their sphere of influence. In order for these 
ministry committees to be a part of the covenantal adoptive focus of ICRC, they need to 
become familiar with the theory and practice of covenantal adoption. 
 Each committee will have two discussion sessions about covenantal adoption, led 
by Pastor Lamsma. The first part of that discussion will be informative and will outline 
both history and theology behind covenantal adoption. The second part of the discussion 
will be specific to the area of ministry focus for each committee. For example, the 
Education Committee will discuss specifically what covenantal adoption would look like 
for the ministries that they oversee. The Worship Committee would do the same for the 
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worship ministries that they oversee. Out of these discussions each ministry committee 
would be asked to set goals for themselves and their ministries based on the covenantal 
adoption approach.  
 One of the possible pitfalls here is that the ministries of each committee do not 
connect in meaningful ways. In order to avoid that pitfall, the ministry committees would 
meet together as one large group once a year for a time of education on the covenantal 
adoption approach and to share how each committee is implementing this approach in 
their ministries. As a part of this sharing of specific goals that overlap, committees would 
set shared goals each year that would involve bridging ministries in which partnership 
between areas of focus could address covenantal adoption together. Pastor Lamsma 
would lead the specific discussion for each committee and would lead the annual 
discussion and goal setting session as well. 
Ministry Leaders 
 In order for ministry leaders to understand the covenantal adoption approach, they 
will attend two meetings a year where different aspects of this approach for ministry will 
be discussed. As a follow-up to those meetings they will be asked to make goals for their 
ministries geared toward the covenantal adoption approach to ministry. Pastor Lamsma 
and the Education Team will follow up with quarterly one-on-one meetings with each 
ministry leader to review their goals and set new ones if the old goals have been met or 
need to change in some way. 
 Each ministry leader works with and represents a sub group of volunteers. It will 
be part of the task of the ministry leader to share the goals that they have set with their 
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volunteers and to work with them to ensure that these goals are being met. The Education 
Team and Pastor Lamsma will assist this communication, training, and evaluation in any 
way needed.  
Congregation 
 The congregation at large is the last major group that needs to be brought along in 
this process. Being the last group discussed in this project, however, does not make them 
the least important. All of these steps are meant to be done in correlation with each other 
at the same or at similar times. The congregation is just as important in this process as the 
staff or ministry leaders. If they are not included in this process of change in meaningful 
ways just like those who may be more involved, the covenantal adoption model will not 
work as it is intended. In fact, every group outlined above is just as important as the 
others. If any one of them is excluded or lags behind in their understanding, acceptance, 
and implementation of this new process, the other parts will suffer as well. 
The congregation is the largest group involved and also the group that may take 
the longest to convince of this new vision for ministry. One of the biggest difficulties 
with educating this group is that there are very few venues where every member can be 
connected with at the same time. Since that is the case, a multi-layered approach to the 
education of the congregation needs to be incorporated.  
 To engage as many members of the congregation as possible, aspects of the 
covenantal adoption process will be brought into many different areas: 
1) A yearly sermon series will focus on some aspect of the covenantal adoption 
model. This may mean a series of messages focusing on covenant or adoption 
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theology or on the New Testament notion of family and community. Different 
aspects of the worship service, including liturgy and prayers, will also take on a 
covenantal adoption emphasis, focusing on covenant, promises, family, 
community, and a need to be involved in each other’s lives.  
2) An adult education class will be offered each year that addresses a more practical 
side of the covenantal adoption process. Resources such as Sticky Faith or a focus 
on social capital theories in a church community may be appropriate for these 
classes. 
3) Shepherding groups, of which every member of the congregation is a part, will be 
used as areas of contact and influence. These groups will be positive places where 
covenantal adoption can be discussed, but also where it can be modeled and 
practiced. These groups are intergenerational and provide ideal proving grounds 
for the theories of covenantal adoption to be acted upon regularly.  
4) Leaders from staff, governing council, ministry teams, and ministry leaders will 
be encouraged to engage in conversation with those in their circles of influence. 
Through these everyday and casual conversations, aspects of the covenantal 
adoption approach can be shared and discussed. 
 The goal of this entire process outlined in this section is for this concept of 
covenantal adoption to move from a programmatic emphasis based on education and 
ministry foci to a natural part of who ICRC is as a congregation. While this process will 
be ongoing, if it is followed faithfully and laid out in such a way that each group can 
grasp its concepts, biblical and historical emphasis, and practical implications, it can 
move from a series of programs and ministries to a part of who the congregation is and 
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what it does every day without even thinking about it. If the above process is faithfully 
carried out, covenantal adoption will become natural over the course of time. 
 But this will not happen overnight and there will be proverbial bumps along the 
road that will need to be navigated. Training will need to be continual. Leaders on every 
level often lead for a season and then are replaced by someone new. New people join the 
congregation on a regular basis. New leaders and congregants will need to be brought 
along in this process on a continual basis. Changes to the process itself and how it is 
communicated will need to be addressed continually as well. In order for these changes to 
be responsive and for this process to be successful and implemented as quickly as 
possible, constant evaluation will be needed. It is that topic of evaluation to which this 
project finally turns. 
Evaluation Tools 
 A number of evaluation tools and resources will be briefly examined in this 
section. Not all of these tools may be used, but they are all options depending on what 
areas need to be evaluated at any given time. Some of them are comprehensive and can 
be used by any group at any time, while others are more specifically geared toward one 
leadership group or another. Whatever the case, ongoing evaluation of the education 
about and implementation of the covenantal adoption process is an essential step at 
ICRC. 
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Ongoing Theological Reflection 
 In 2011 Chap Clark and Michael McEntyre put together a model for practical 
theological reflection for ministry.5 The model is diagramed below:6 
 
																																																													
5 Michael McEntyre, “Thinking (Practical) Theology,” in Adoptive Youth Ministry, ed. Chap Clark 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2015), 97-114. 
 
6 Chap Clark and Michael McEntyre, “A New Practical Theology for Youth Ministry,” Fuller 
Theological Seminary (October 22, 2011), 24.	
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This model of practical theological reflection is one model that can be followed for 
evaluation. In this model, ideas, programs or issues are placed in the context of the 
kingdom of God, viewed through the lens of secular disciplines, evaluated based on 
tradition, experience, and theology, and produce a directional answer that leads to faithful 
action. When this model becomes second nature to a group or congregation, everything 
that group does is filtered through this process. This is one of the evaluation steps that 
ICRC will take as it looks to implement the covenantal adoption process for ministry. 
 In order to properly evaluate, ICRC must make this model second nature when 
decisions are being made. Psychology and sociology of children, adolescents, family, and 
groups must be well known and addressed as important lenses through which to view 
appropriate ministry. History, theology, and experience must always be examined in light 
of the current question or issue. Discussion is not enough unless it produces an action 
which is bathed in prayer, blessed by the Holy Spirit, and reflects Christ and his love and 
message in the world. If any of these concepts is not present, the theological reflection is 
incomplete. If something does not measure up once it is run through this model, changes 
will need to be made and the process of evaluation based on this model will begin again. 
This may seem like a tedious task, but if it is consistently carried through, the end result 
will be able to address every situation much more efficiently. 
 It will take education and time for this process of theological reflection to become 
second nature. But as this process gains traction and familiarity, the evaluation produced 
will be much better and the final products of ministry and vision will be more reflective 
of the goals. It will also produce consistent results if every ministry group or leadership 
	 159	
group is using the same model. Instead of individual ministry or different ministries 
moving in different directions, a common theme and trajectory will result. 
Evaluation Based on Vision 
 ICRC has a well-stated vision that was adopted in 2012.7 Since then, this vision 
has been used to evaluate ministries and has been the topic for sermon series and 
education classes. The goal for this vision when it was implemented was for it to become 
the filter through which all decisions and ministries would be evaluated. This has met 
some success, but this process of evaluation could be enhanced to be more effective. 
 In order for this to happen, continued education must be done to educate the 
congregation and its leadership on the exact meaning of the main points of this vision. 
This is a continuing process as leadership rolls over. Intentionality is an important part of 
this and any evaluation strategy. One of the most difficult areas of evaluation based on 
vision is what to do with something that does not meet the stated desire of the vision. 
This may mean changing ministries or programs that have historical significance but 
which no longer fit the stated goals of the vision. Losing or changing these ministries 
may mean a loss of something comfortable that many members have held dear for a long 
time. This sense of loss in the midst of evaluation and change must be navigated very 
carefully. 
 As part of evaluation based on vision, the vision itself must be regularly 
evaluated. The model of practical theological reflection presented in the previous section 
may be a helpful model for this evaluation. The vision must always be prayerfully and 
																																																													
7 See Appendix D for the vision statement of ICRC. 
	 160	
thoughtfully evaluated so that the direction of ICRC can always be responsive to where 
God is leading ICRC as a congregation. 
Evaluation Based on Denominational Resources and Direction 
 Chapter 1 outlined the history and current place of the CRCNA as a 
denomination. Part of this outline included some of the most recent directional vision for 
the denomination based on the SPACT report. This report and its recommendations for 
the CRCNA as a whole and individual churches can be an evaluation tool in and of itself. 
As ICRC applies the covenantal adoption approach to its ministries it can use the 
outcomes of denominational reports to enhance this approach, as many areas overlap. 
 Other denominational resources may be useful as well. Each CRCNA church is 
placed in a geographical grouping of churches called a classis, and those churches 
covenant together to help evaluate and support each other. A classical committee, called 
the Established Church Development Team, conducts bi-annual visits to all classis 
churches, and ministry evaluation and discussion takes place. Typically, the members of 
the Established Church Development Team are ministry veterans with a wide variety of 
expertise and experience. They are a helpful sounding board for churches like ICRC to 
take new ministry ventures and evaluate them in light of other CRCNA churches and 
denominational directions. 
 The CRCNA also provides links to other evaluation tools such as the Natural 
Church Development survey that ICRC took part in during the interim of Rev. Al Helder, 
as discussed in chapter two of this project, and a survey and report called Healthy 
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Church, produced by the CRCNA and made widely available in 2011.8 Those surveys, 
among others available from different sources, are excellent tools for helping churches 
like ICRC evaluate ministry and direction. ICRC would do well to participate in 
something like the Natural Church Development survey every five years. One of the 
biggest bonuses of this type of evaluation is that it is done by external people with 
unbiased viewpoints. This can help as over time congregations tend to become blind to 
some of their issues and struggles. Outside observers can bring new viewpoints and ideas 
into the evaluation arena which can be very helpful. 
Evaluation of the Praxis of a Theology of Adoption9 
 If what we hope to evaluate is how the church is implementing and living into the 
theology of covenant and adoption as laid out in this project, evaluating the praxis of a 
theology of adoption in the life of ICRC is vitally important. This evaluation tool consists 
of three parts with three questions in each part as outlined below: 
1) “Is our church a family?” 
a. Does your staff know each other and play together; do they enjoy life 
together and model extended family? 
b. Do the majority of the family systems have a significant spiritual 
relational connection to at least two other families in your church? 
c. Do people really care during times of crisis and celebration? 
2) “Does our church function as the people of God?”  
																																																													
8 CRCNA, “Healthy Church”, accessed February 23, 2016, http://www.crcna.org/HealthyChurch. 
 
9 As presented on Friday, October 31, 2014 in YF729 by Chap Clark as part of the Youth, Family, 
and Culture DMin cohort of classes. 
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a. Beginning with leadership, is Jesus Christ Lord of the community’s 
strategy and programming, or is power, tradition, and programmatic 
structure Lord? 
b. Is a commitment to both truth and healthy, authentic relationships 
equally valued? 
c. Does what you do (worship, Sunday school, ministry teams) empower 
you to live as God’s people? 
3) “Is our church a Christ centered community?”  
a. Do people across all lines–gender, race, age, status–know each other; 
do they want to know each other? 
b. Do people affirm everyone’s gifts, voice, and contribution to the entire 
body? 
c. Do the programs and church structure encourage cross-generational 
relationships? 
I can envision the governing council or individual ministry teams using these questions as 
the basis of evaluation and conversation. Whether they are simply open ended, yes or no 
questions that begin conversations or questions that are answered on a Likert scale (1-5 or 
1-10) to scale answers may not be as important as having groups of leaders within ICRC 
actually face some of these questions in a thought provoking process. The questions in 
this evaluation that are the most difficult to answer yes to, or the ones that get the lowest 
overall marks, are the areas that ICRC will have to work on the most in this process. 
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Eight Characteristics of Effective Teams10 
 This assessment tool focuses on eight areas of effective teams and is not 
specifically focused on faith-based organizations. That being said, this evaluation tool has 
been proven very successful in predicting effectiveness of organizations. If all eight 
characteristics are present, the organization that is being studied has a very highly 
likelihood of success. If even one of these eight areas is not present, success will not 
happen. The eight areas are as follows: 
1) Is there a clear and elevating goal? 
2) Is there a results driven structure that points to the goal? 
3) Is leadership principled and ethical? 
4) Is there a unified commitment amongst everyone? 
5) Are all team members competent? 
6) Is a collaborative climate present? 
7) Are there standards of excellence? 
8) Is there external support and recognition? 
As a part of this evaluation, as each area is presented, each team member answers on a 
one to seven Likert scale with how they individually think the team is doing in each given 
area. Each person in the group indicates their highest and lowest scores and presents them 
to the presenter. The focus of the follow-up conversation is not the areas that got the 
lowest scores, but the areas where there was the most disagreement amongst the team. 
For example, if half of the team marked six or seven on Is there a clear and elevating 
																																																													
10 As presented on Monday, November 3, 2014 in YF729 by Chap Clark as part of the Youth, 
Family, and Culture DMin cohort of classes. 
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goal and half of the group marked one or two for that same question, this would be an 
area that the team needs to discuss. As this evaluation is carried out, positive areas must 
be discussed and celebrated so that they can be capitalized on. Areas of concern also need 
to be discussed. At the end, action steps, specific areas of work, and task forces need to 
be assigned to address the concerns. 
 As this evaluation tool can get very specific, it needs to be handled with much 
care. An area like Principled Leadership can be a very touchy one and needs to be 
addressed elsewhere if there is a concern or discrepancy there. But real change that 
actually addresses needs can be the product of an evaluation such as this one. Churches 
are often very leery of evaluations like these and hesitate to take part in them. Part of this 
hesitancy may be a fear of honesty or bringing up disturbances. Fear of change or loss is 
also possible. But if real change is going to be made by ICRC in the area of covenantal 
adoption, evaluation must happen. It must be done regularly and it must be done well. 
Conclusion 
 Implementation and evaluation are key to ICRC’s process of becoming a 
community that reflects the covenant adoption approach to ministry. However, as we saw 
in chapters one and two, ICRC and the CRCNA have a history of splitting churches and 
avoiding conflict. Evaluation, especially if done poorly, can cause regression and can 
hinder growth and change over time. But a fear of something new and unknown can 
cause regression and slow death as well. Through the above steps, ICRC can work 
towards something that their theology outlines and that current cultural trends demand. A 
constant cycle of implementation and evaluation is very important. 
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 
 This project has laid out the groundwork for a ministry structure I have entitled 
the covenantal adoptive approach to ministry. Before the final conclusions are drawn, I 
would like to briefly reflect on each section of this project. The compilation of these parts 
builds a structure that faithfully reflects the history, theology, and ministry structure of 
ICRC. 
 The CRCNA has existed as a denomination for over 160 years. It was founded by 
Dutch immigrants and has struggled throughout its existence to become relevant in a 
North American context. The CRCNA has always stressed proper theology and ministry 
as some of its major components. These strengths still hold true today and put the 
CRCNA in a unique place to thrive in its current setting. The CRCNA has historically 
struggled, however, with conflicts which have caused many church divisions. It has also 
struggled to be a relevant voice in its culture due to a desire to remain unique and 
separate. If the CRCNA is going to reach its potential as a denomination it will need to 
overcome these shortfalls and capitalize on its strengths. 
 ICRC as a congregation was born in 1948 and has many of the same strengths and 
opportunities for growth that the CRCNA as a denomination faces. ICRC has had many 
caring pastors that have shepherded its members into a deep understanding of their faith 
and a deep love for each other. But these same pastors and members have also created a 
void of leadership. The current culture of consumerism and a lack of commitment 
rampant in the church at large has found its way into ICRC as well. Just like the CRCNA, 
	 166	
ICRC needs to capitalize on its strengths and work on its weaknesses in order to 
overcome the often-stated description of itself as a sleeping giant. 
Church in the broader sense is defined as a community of people who, through 
faith, life, and unity, believe in and serve the God of the Bible. Relationships are of 
utmost importance to these communities as members relate to each other in ministries 
and as individual congregations relate to other congregations. Some of how the church is 
described in the New Testament has been lost today and needs to be recaptured in order 
for the church in North America to be the witness in the world and in the lives of its 
members that it has been called to be since its inception. 
 Since proper theology has always been an emphasis of the CRCNA, it is 
important to understand some of those foundational theologies. Of greatest importance to 
this conversation is the theology of covenant, which has a generational emphasis passed 
down from parents to children. This movement of the covenant moves from that of 
relationship to each other to fellowship with each other and is an important step in the 
development of a believer. Another way to view this movement is described by the 
apostle Paul in the New Testament when he applies the Greek notion of adoption to 
adoption into the family of God as children of God. In the sacrament of infant baptism, as 
practiced by the CRCNA, this adoption is practiced and all members of ICRC are called 
to see each other as siblings in the family of God. The covenantal adoption model rests 
most firmly on these foundational theologies. 
 In order for these theologies to be applied in practical ways in a church setting, it 
is important to understand the basic principles of human development. There are major 
developmental changes from childhood through adolescence and into adulthood. 
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Appropriate application of theology and learning is needed for each age group. But these 
age groups also need each other. This is very clear in the relationship between adults and 
children, but it is less clear in relationships where adolescents are involved. That being 
said, the interaction between these generations is very important and cannot be avoided if 
a church like ICRC is going to thrive in relationships as a community. Social capital 
needs to be built into the lives of every member, regardless of their age. This may seem 
like a lofty goal, but it is essential. 
 As ICRC looks to become a covenantal adoptive community of siblings, every 
individual ministry must be understood and discerned based on the theology and practice 
of this model. Ministries must not only serve a certain age group or demographic; but 
they must participate in the rich mixture of relationships as old and young experience 
God together and grow in their faith of and service to him. This will take learning on the 
communal level from every group in the church community. An understanding of a 
covenantal adoptive community is necessary, as well as a willingness to participate in 
ongoing evaluation and suggested changes. This evaluation and change is not a once and 
done event. It must be a continual action in order to bring about the desired results. The 
desired result is not just a change in programs; it is a change in heart. 
 I believe that the model laid out in this project is attainable for ICRC and any 
other church similar to it within the CRCNA. But it must be seen as a process. Already, 
as the beginning steps of implementation have begun at ICRC, some people have become 
frustrated with the process and have wanted to jump ahead to the answer or revert back to 
how things have always been done. While this behavior is understandable, it is not 
always helpful. I believe that providing the answers without struggling with the questions 
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will either result in a less meaningful end product or cause major concerns about 
leadership as soon as an inevitable bump in the process is experienced. The idea that 
ICRC must know who it is and why it is doing something before it can fully do what it is 
called to do is a very real one and must be respected. 
 In the end, ICRC has already made some real strides toward a fully covenantal 
adoption model. In the last five years there has been more talk about the need for 
intergenerational relationships and ministries. More adults are investing in the lives of 
adolescents and children than before. People are being embraced not for their potential 
for giving or serving, but simply because they are a part of the community and therefore 
are valued. But much more must be done in this process and it remains to be seen if 
ICRC can continue its growth or if it will crumple in the face of difficulty, differences, 
and change. 
 The bottom line is that ICRC will most likely be able to maintain some form of 
itself no matter what it does. It can continue on with little change and it will survive. But 
its history, theology, and current cultural setting give it the potential for so much more. It 
is my constant prayer that as a church community, ICRC will grab hold of the potential of 
the covenantal adoption model and allow God to take this community where he will. To 
God be the glory! 
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APPENDIX A 
The Five Streams of denominational priorities of the CRCNA. 
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APPENDIX B 
Natural Church Development overview for ICRC, 2009. 
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APPENDIX C 
The Organizational Chart of ICRC staff and ministries as of June 2014. 
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APPENDIX D 
Mission Statement of ICRC, approved October 2012. 
 
MISSION STATEMENT 
  
Immanuel Christian Reformed Church 
 is a multigenerational community of disciples  
called by God to utilize our spiritual gifts  
by growing in our knowledge of and passion for Jesus Christ,  
joining in relationship with others,  
and serving God in the renewal of His creation. 
	
Multigenerational community  
In everything we do, we seek to connect various generations as we learn from, care 
for, and work with each other.  
Disciples called by God  
We humbly walk in an intimate, personal relationship with Jesus Christ.  
Utilizing our spiritual gifts  
We discover our own unique gifts through education and then actively search for 
ways to utilize these gifts in our church, neighborhood, community, and world. 
Growing in knowledge  
We actively participate in the life-long process of learning about God through the 
study of Scripture.  
Growing in passion  
We engage in creative, humble adoration of God through all aspects of worship.  
Joining in relationship with others  
We come alongside members of Immanuel and also our other spheres of influence 
(school, work, neighborhood, etc) to grow and serve. 
Serving God in renewal  
We take seriously the Creational Mandate and work to bring things back to the way 
God created them.  We partner with God and others in the restoration of our broken 
world. 
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